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Overview
Volume 1 of this Thesis is presented in three parts; The Literature Review, The 
Empirical Paper and The Critical Appraisal. Part one entitled “Parental influence On 
children’s sibling relationships” draws from literature investigating a variety of 
aspects of parenting from differential parenting to marital discord as well as theories 
describing the impact of parenting on children’s relationships. Methodology and 
cultural variations in the study of sibling relationships are also discussed. The studies 
are critically evaluated and the implications for future research and theory of parental 
influence are outlined. Part two is entitled “The effect of attachment security on 
infant sibling relationships following the birth of the second child.” This empirical 
paper was a follow up to a UCL Thesis conducted by Victoria Hamilton and Zeyana 
Ramadhan in 2007. It involved 29 participants in a longitudinal design. The study 
looked at the older sibling’s attachment to their mother in the last trimester of 
pregnancy and how this could influence later sibling relationships 5 months after the 
birth of a new sibling. Part three of the thesis, the Critical Appraisal, details some 
critical reflections on the research process with particular attention to study design, 
sampling and methodology.
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Part l:Lfterature Review
Parental influence on 
children’s sibling relationships
Abstract
This review examines studies on the impact of parenting on the development of 
children’s sibling relationships. The studies link several parenting factors to sibling 
relationship development. The main findings are that differential parenting, marital 
discord and the expression of emotion through anger or depression can have an 
adverse impact on siblings. However, most of the research is primarily correlational 
and the causal factors involved in the nature of sibling interactions are both nuanced 
and complex. Researchers have used two main theoretical models, social learning 
theory and attachment to explain their findings. However, generalisability is 
weakened by a lack of diversity in the samples with white middle class participants 
predominant. More recent studies have examined bi-directional processes, the role of 
the wider system and the influence of a developmental psychopathology framework 
in understanding the nature of parental influence.
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ability to resolve conflicts in a constructive manner and their social and emot 
understanding” (Volling & Blandon, 2003, p. 3)
Research has shown how a supportive sibling relationship can buffer against 
developmental outcomes while a difficult relationship may make a child vulr 
to psychological distress. Many studies have attempted to investigate factors 
influence the sibling relationship. The role of parents has been investigated 
frequently in an effort to evaluate whether there is an effect on siblings. The ] 
caregivers of the child provide their first bonds as outlined in Attachment Th 
(Sroufe & Fleeson, 1986) and model social relationships as evidenced in Soc 
Learning Theory (Bandura, 1977). They can both hinder or facilitate a suppo 
sibling relationship depending on the nature of their influence (Brody, 1998; 
2000).
Previous reviews on the subject by Dunn (2000) and Brody (1998) cited mar 
strands of influence on sibling relationships and the topic has provoked a sig] 
amount of inquiry. It is important to determine how parents can impact on th 
children’s relationships due to the role of siblings in our lives. Being able to 
determine the nature of caregiver influence could lead to interventions that pi 
more supportive relationships between siblings. The present review addresse
specific research question: What is the nature and extent of parental influence on 
sibling relationships?
Method
The articles were searched through Psychinfo and Google Scholar and used the 
search terms “sibling relationships” and “parents.” An initial search yielded a large 
number of articles and these were narrowed to those, which were specifically 
relevant to both sibling relationships and parental influence. This involved limiting 
the number of articles by looking at those in the last five years. Instead of returning 
to search databases, further studies were sourced through hand searching key 
journals such as the Journal of Child Psychology and Psychiatry, Child Development 
and Developmental Psychology. From the reference sections of studies further 
articles were located until significant themes developed. At times articles did not 
mention parental influence or sibling relationships specifically, but the articles 
clearly had relevance to processes underlying the research question.
The search found three reviews on the topic of sibling relationships however none of 
these focused primarily on parental influence (Brody, 1998; Dunn, 1983; Dunn, 
2000). It was clear from the reviews though, that there were common themes 
underlying the studies into sibling relationships, which helped in structuring the 
search strategy.
The more recent articles were prioritised and consisted mainly of work within the 
last twenty years on sibling relationships. It was attempted to focus on sibling 
relationships among pre adolescent children, which has more relevance to
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preventative interventions in parenting. Research contained a mixture of both 
longitudinal and cross sectional research designs with varying sample sizes and 
focused primarily on a white middle class population demographic. The review 
sourced a total of thirty articles on parental influence and sibling relationships.
Once the articles were collected and reviewed they were organised into significant 
themes. These themes form the basis for the paper and consist of different facets of 
parental influence: (1) differential parenting (2) marital discord (3) emotional 
regulation (4) family relationships and (5) contextual and theoretical factors such as 
cultural influence and attachment and social learning theory. Following a review of 
these bodies of literature the paper will summarise the methodological issues and 
limitations and provide recommendations for future research on the research 
question.
Differential parenting and sibling relationships
Differential parenting concerns certain siblings being treated more favourably by 
their parents. This inequity of treatment could be relevant to a variety of factors such 
as attention, discipline or even the role within the family. Parental Differential 
Treatment (PDT) has been linked to a variation in sibling relationship quality 
(Brody, 1998; Dunn, 1983). However, this variation has been shown to differ 
depending on what is explored. Researchers have looked at PDT in the context of 
conflictual relationships, adjustment, different family environments and the impact 
of a child’s perception of unequal treatment (see Table 1).
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Table 1.
Parental Differential Treatment
Study Method Age of children Country Sample Family m em bers Focus of Interest Result
Stocker, Dunn & 
Plomin(1989)
Brody, Stoneman & 
McCoy (1992)
McHale & Powetko 
(1992)
Kramer & Baron 
(1995)
Kowell & Kramer 
(1997)
96 Videotaped play, home visit,
interview, Questionnaires
98 Videotaped home observations,
computer games task, rating of 
temperament
62 Home interviews with mother, older 
children, questionnaires, follow up 
phone calls and questions about 
activities, chores
61 Interviews, questionnaires, 
hypothetical situations
McHale et al (2000) 203
Younger 37-39 mths 
Older 56-129 mths
Younger 4-9 yrs 
Older 6-11 yrs
Children aged 
between 8 and 14
220 Questionnaire based feedback study 14mths -  5 yrs
Interviews, standardised 
questionnaires, telephone interviews, 
2 longitudinal studies
Richmond et al 136 Lab visit, both parents and children
(2005) completed questionnaires and
interviews on relationship and 
adjustment, longitudinal
Children 11-13 yrs, 
sibling 1.5-4 yrs 
younger, older
Middle childhood 
and adolescence
Younger sibling 
10.2-12.2-16.1 
Older sibling 7.9-10- 
14
USA
USA
White, intact, middle Only the mother-sibling dyad 
class
USA
White, intact, middle 
class
White, lower middle 
class, alt but 2 families 
had 2 parents at home
USA White, middle class
USA White
Mother & Father involved
Only the mother-sibling dyad
Both parents asked for 
feedback.
Both parents
USA White, working, Both parents
middle class sample
USA Middle class, married. Both parents 
80% white
PDT and conflictual 
relationships
PDT and adjustment
PDT in different 
family contexts
Assessment of parents 
to facilitate design of 
intervention programs
Child’s perception of 
PDT
When does PDT have 
negative implications 
for siblings?
Changes in sib rel over 
time, role o f PDT
Maternal PDT* 
predicts sibling rel
Bidirectional 
interaction 
between negative 
emotionality and 
high PDT
PDT is different in 
family contexts, 
e.g. disabled child, 
legitimacy?
Outlines ways to 
help parents take 
steps to improve 
sib relationship
Influence of PDT 
dependent on 
child’s perception
Fairness
perception crucial 
to outcome in PDT
Sibling context 
important with 
regard to influence 
of PDT
*PDT = Parental Differential Treatment
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Early studies found links between differential parental behaviour and conflictual 
relationships, particularly influenced by the mother’s behaviour (Stocker, Dunn & 
Plomin, 1989). The mother was found to often direct more affection and attention 
towards a younger sibling, and this could be a powerful predictor of the sibling 
relationship (Stocker et al., 1989). This was evident from a procedure, which 
included videotaped play, unstructured observation and a maternal interview (see 
Table 1). However the causal direction of sibling relationship development was still 
unclear and one could not say whether maternal behaviour influenced the sibling or 
vice versa.
Later research viewed parental influence in terms of differential treatment, as a more 
complex concept involving bi-directionality and a variety of variables. A ‘dual 
process reciprocal influence model’ defined exchanges as being influenced by both 
parental and child characteristics (Brody, Stoneman & McCoy, 1992). One of these 
variables was temperament. Brody et al. (1992) used a combination of a videotaped 
home observation and a computer games task as well as a rating of the child’s 
temperament and involved both parents in the analysis. It was found that sibling’s 
levels of emotionality had a significant influence on PDT e.g. highest PDT when the 
youngest child was rated as high in negative emotionality (Brody et al., 1992).
However, even this outcome was dependent on family processes and relative 
differences between the siblings in negative emotionality. Parental influence was 
clearly relevant but only as part of a wider system of interaction. In terms of direct 
influence, Brody et al. (1992) found paternal behaviour to have the most impact on
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negative emotionality differences. This finding is interesting in the sense that many 
studies have focused on a sample of mothers when considering parental influence.
The notion of child adjustment and differential treatment is a complex concept e.g. a 
sibling can have negative feelings and behaviour towards the other but this may have 
a positive impact on the child’s adjustment (Deater-Deckard, Dunn & Lussier, 2002). 
The broad concept of PDT was looked at in more detail by analysing different family 
contexts including those with disabled siblings.
Mchale and Powetko (1992) demonstrated how the impact of PDT is related to 
family context by looking at how a child reacted when a disabled sibling was treated 
differently. The study used older children (aged 8-14) and relied on interviews and 
questionnaires instead of naturalistic observation, which was different to the previous 
studies mentioned (McHale & Powetko, 1992). The emphasis on self-report, 
particularly with regard to issues like discipline, meant that the risk of bias has to be 
taken into account when interpreting the results.
Increased legitimacy of parental treatment and a child’s perception of the fairness of 
their treatment meant that the same parental behaviour could have a different 
outcome in different contexts e.g. more discipline led to most positive reports from 
children with a disabled sibling and least positive in children without (McHale & 
Powetko, 1992). Therefore PDT is a concept that can have varying consequences for 
a child’s functioning but it cannot be considered without an understanding of family 
context.
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In considering the issue of legitimacy and fairness as a factor in how parental 
influence affects child functioning, it was important to look at children’s perceptions 
of PDT. Informed by social information and attribution theories, studies examined 
how PDT and functioning were moderated by attributions (Kowell & Kramer, 1997). 
The outcome of some studies showed that PDT did not have an automatic negative 
effect and in 75% of cases children did not view the treatment as unfair (Kowell & 
Kramer, 1997). Even when it is obvious that PDT is present there can still be 
satisfactory sibling relationships. According to Kowell and Kramer (1997) it is the 
meaning and not the behaviour that is crucial to how PDT impacts on child 
functioning. Again, it is unclear in what direction the influence is and whether 
feedback from a child would allow for more understanding as to why PDT takes 
place. Also the study used primarily self-report measures and the sample was an 
older age group to the other PDT studies reviewed.
It is clear that it is quite common for PDT to take place but that it often does not 
have negative consequences for a child’s relationship with their sibling. The issue of 
children’s perceptions of fairness was further explored in an effort to discover on 
what occasions PDT did have negative implications for siblings (McHale, Updegraff, 
Jackson-Newsom, Tucker, & Crouter, 2000). The study involved a large sample in 
middle childhood and adolescence and was longitudinal in nature. By looking at 
fairness ratings and positivity in the sibling relationship, it was found that a 
perception of fairness in PDT was linked to positive regard for a sibling (McHale et 
al., 2000). However fairness alone did not guarantee positive functioning as there 
was an interaction between fairness and PDT that linked to lower self esteem 
(McHale et al., 2000). It was also found that a difference in parental warmth shown
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to the child could have a negative influence on sibling positivity and self esteem. 
Again these results show a bi-directional influence between parent and child, which 
combine to create a well-adjusted or conflictual sibling relationship with context 
playing a key role.
While the studies mentioned up to now considered variable ways of investigating the 
broad concept of parental differential treatment, few considered the impact on child 
functioning over a longer-term period. How does PDT impact on sibling 
relationships over time? Richmond, Stocker & Rienks (2005) was a longitudinal 
study with three time points over six years and involved interviews and self-report 
measures rather than observations to assess changes in the sibling relationship (see 
Table 1).
It was found that a change in sibling context was associated with a difference in 
psychological adjustment (Richmond, Stocker & Rienks, 2005). However, it was 
consistent with a developmental psychopathology model in the sense that a child’s 
context was dynamic and could have different effects at different developmental 
stages e.g. the concept of depressed mood and its link to sibling relationship quality 
could increase or decrease depending on the development of the sibling relationship.
This indicates that it is not only parental influence that can impact on children’s 
adjustment over time. However, changes in PDT have been found to link to 
behavioural problems and externalising behaviours (Richmond et al., 2005). This 
raises the question of early intervention for externalising problems involving work 
with PDT and the sibling relationship. Some studies have begun to look at
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interventions that facilitate parents in supporting positive sibling relationships 
(Kramer & Baron 1995).
Summary
In summary it is clear that while PDT does not always directly predict problems in 
sibling functioning it can in certain circumstances be linked to negative outcomes 
(Brody et al., 1992; Stocker et al., 1989). Outcome depends on the family context of 
the PDT, how a child perceives their treatment and the influence of adjustment and 
negative emotionality (Kowell & Kramer, 1997; Mchale & Powetko, 1992; Mchale 
et al., 2000; Richmond et al., 2005). The study of PDT has been critiqued for being 
largely correlational and the methodology amongst studies varied between 
naturalistic observation and self report methods (Dunn, 2000). In considering PDT 
and its influence in negative outcome, an association with marital discord provides 
another avenue for studying sibling adjustment (Brody, 1998).
Marital discord and sibling relationships
Marital discord has been shown to have an impact on under-controlled behaviour, 
particularly in boys, and to lead to a modelling of aggressive behaviour (Emery, 
1982). Parental conflict can affect child functioning indirectly and directly, lead to 
inconsistent discipline, a cold unresponsive and angry parenting style and increased 
stress in children (Emery, 1982; Gottman & Katz, 1989). The effect of conflict in the 
home on children’s peer relationships has also been shown to be significant. It can 
influence a child’s ability to regulate their emotions and due to high stress they may 
find it difficult to maintain problem-free play (Gottman & Katz, 1989, Table 2).
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Table 2.
Marital Discord Studies
Study Method Age of children Country Sam ple Family m em bers Focus of Interest Result
Gottman & Katz 
(1989)
McKinnon (1989)
Hetherington (1989)
Dunn, Deater- 
Deckaid et al 
(1999)
Deater-Deckard et al
(2002)
56
96
Naturalistic observation, highly 
structured tasks, semi-structured 
interview and questionnaire
Children 4-5 yrs USA White intact families Mother & Father involved
20 min lab observation, Younger sibling 4.5-
questionnaires, 48 dyads from 8 years
married, 48 from divorced families Older Sibling 6.5-10
yrs
144 Results o f 6 yr follow up to 
longitudinal study
3681 Completed questionnaires at 
repeated intervals
192 Parents, 8 yrs + children
interviewed, Questionnaire 
measures adjustment, sib rel.
Target child 4 yrs o f 
age
Older 7.3 yrs, 
Younger, 14 weeks 
before birth to 4 yrs
Mean age 9-98, child 
1 was around 5 yrs 
old, child 2 was 9 yrs 
old.
East & Khoo (2005) 227 Short interview and questionnaire Older sibling 15-19
Younger 11-16 yrs
USA White families,
matched on mother’s 
education
USA Educated, middle 
class, white parents
UK White, structure 
resembling UK 
population
UK Varied socioec
backgrounds, white
Father included?
Both parents involved.
Both parents
Both parents
USA 152 Latino, 75 African Mothers and siblings 
American
Marita] satisfaction 
and children’s peer 
interaction
Compare sib rel in 
married and divorced 
families
Effect o f divorce and 
remarriage on child’s 
adjustment
Marital relations 
influence on sib rel
Links family context 
and sib rel quality
Long term impact of 
sib rel
Marital discord 
hinders child’s dev 
social rel
Family processes 
not just divorce, 
married status 
important
Interaction of 
numerous factors 
involved in sib rel, 
gender, parental 
management 
influential
Marital relations 
can link to 
negativity in sib 
rel 4yrs on
No sig diff in 
sibling negativity, 
positivity between 
intact and 
stepfamilies
Role o f family and 
parenting in 
shaping sibling 
relationships
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With regard to sibling relationships, studies looked at the effects on children of being 
in intact married or divorced families with particular focus on the importance of 
family processes i.e. the impact of the marital relationship, parent-child relationship 
and the effect on child functioning (McKinnon, 1989). The method involved both 
laboratory observation of the siblings (aged 4-10yrs) and maternal questionnaires 
from married and divorced families. It was found that to divide between divorced 
and intact families was to oversimplify the issue, with the crucial factor being how 
marital discord mediated the link between divorce and conflictual sibling interactions 
(McKinnon, 1989). This mediation could possibly be explained by a number of 
factors e.g. direct modelling of conflictual relations or indirect insensitive and 
punitive parenting. Therefore one should focus on the actual relationship quality and 
family process rather than purely marital status (McKinnon, 1989).
The nature of the sibling relationship is affected in different ways by parental 
conflict. In one sense marital discord could lead to PDT and increase sibling hostility 
and rivalry, in another children could support each other in order to cope with 
difficult circumstances (Hetherington, 1989). The Hetherington (1989) study 
consisted of a six-year follow-up longitudinal method looking at the effects of 
divorce on child adjustment. Siblings in stepfamilies and boys in divorced 
families were found to have more aggressive, coercive and less warm behaviours in 
sibling interactions (Hetherington, 1989).
In general, siblings in step families remained more disturbed, problems were gender 
specific with boys exhibiting behaviour problems, while girl’s relationships could 
become enmeshed (Hetherington, 1989). The study showed that sibling rivalry and
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aggression played a more crucial role than warmth and support in increasing 
externalising and decreasing prosocial behaviour in divorced and remarried families 
(Hetherington, 1989). The compensatory hypothesis only held true for older children 
where a positive sibling relationship could act as a buffer against distress but for 
younger children sibling relationships could not moderate the effects of family 
transition (Hetherington, 1989).
Dunn, Deater-Deckard, Pickering and Golding (1999) studied the effect of marital 
relations and conflict on children in another longitudinal analysis. Using 
questionnaires and a large sample of 3681, they considered the sibling relationship 
with regard to direct and indirect pathways of influence from the marital relationship 
over a 4-year period. It was found that marital relations could predict individual 
differences in the interaction from older to younger siblings; particularly with 
reference to lack of affection and hostility between partners (Dunn et al., 1999). The 
idea of a compensatory hypothesis was undermined because no link could be found 
between high marital hostility and positivity in siblings. Crucially because of the 
longitudinal nature of the data it could be said that the results could be causal i.e. 
identifying a clear contributory link between marital relations and difficult sibling 
interactions (Dunn et al., 1999). However, the authors still exhibited caution due to 
the possibility of a bi-directional basis for conflictual relationships.
Similar to the studies on parental differential treatment, marital discord research 
aimed to explore children’s views of the sibling relationship in different family 
contexts (Deater-deckard et al., 2002). In contrast to other findings in the field no 
significant difference was found between siblings in negativity or positivity in intact
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or stepfamilies when children and adults were interviewed and given questionnaires. 
However, the study was undermined by including unmarried cohabitating families 
leading to a large variation in sibling relationship quality (Deater-Deckard et al., 
2002).
The outcome for children from stressful family backgrounds has been linked to 
adolescent substance use and sexual risk behaviours (East & Khoo, 2005). However, 
Brody (1998) outlined in a review of sibling relationships that marital distress does 
not have an impact on sibling relationship qualities unless parenting becomes hostile.
Summary
Marital unhappiness, conflict and less cohesive family emotional environments are 
associated with less positivity and more negativity in sibling interactions (Brody, 
1998). Gender, the impact of parental management and family processes can mediate 
how negative an impact parental discord will have on siblings (Hetherington, 1989; 
McKinnon 1989). The main difficulty in analysing the results of studies in marital 
discord is the differing emphasis on family context, status or the nature of the actual 
marital relationship. Is the effect on children due to modelling or a more indirect 
influence of conflictual, unresponsive parenting and inconsistent discipline (Dunn, 
2000)? It is clear negative emotionality has an effect (Dunn et al., 1999, Brody,
1998) so studies have attempted to look at both anger and depression in relation to 
children’s emotional regulation and subsequently their sibling relationship.
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Emotional regulation and sibling relationships
In looking at the processes underlying both parental differential treatment and 
marital discord, research has considered the concept of emotional regulation as a 
mediating factor to parental influence on sibling interactions e.g. marital relationship 
quality can have an impact by regulating sibling's jealousy and influencing their 
interaction (Volling, McElwain & Miller, 2002). A child’s level of arousal through 
being exposed to hostile or depressed parenting can lead to a difficulty in regulating 
their emotions which in turn can impact negatively on the sibling relationship 
(Brody, 1998).
Hostility was found to have an effect on children as young as 1 year old who had an 
emotional reaction to observing other’s angry interactions (Cummings, Zahn-Waxier 
& Radke-Yarrow, 1981). Also the more important the individual observed was to 
the child the more it impacted on their emotional security, particularly in conflict 
interactions (Cummings et al., 1981). However, the sample size of this study was 
small with only twenty-four participants (see Table 3). With regard to sibling 
behaviour, when siblings were exposed to adult conflict there were found to be 
gender differences in their reactions (Cummings, 1993). Positive affect increased 
among female siblings throughout observations of angry and resolution interactions 
while male siblings exhibited more prosocial behaviour in a resolution period 
(Cummings, 1993). Siblings were more prosocial when compared with a peer group 
indicating some support for the compensatory hypothesis in buffering against the 
stress of marital discord (Cummings, 1993).
Table 3.
Emotional Regulation Studies
Study___________ N______ ____  Method_____________ Age of children___Country_______ Sam ple______ _____Family m em bers_______Focus of Interest ___ Result
Cummings et al 
(1981)
24 Mother’s reports of children’s 
response to anger affection.
Aged 1-2 Vi, 11 
boys, 13 girls
USA Intact, White, middle 
class families
Mother and child Anger and Affection Children effected 
by anger and 
affection
Rutter (1990) Commentary on depression studies UK Effect of parental 
depression on children
Children o f 
depressed parents 
show distortion in 
emotional 
responses
Cummings (1993) ? Presented with simulations of 
friendly, angry and resolution 
between parents in play sessions
Younger sibling 2-5 
yrs
Older Sibling 5-7 yrs
USA Both mother and father Impact o f anger on 
siblings emotion, 
behaviour
Gender differences 
in response to 
anger and 
resolution
Carson & Parke 
(1996)
41 Peer competency data from 
teacher, playroom observation
Target child 4-5 yrs 
o f age
USA 37 white, 4 ethnic 
minorities, socio ec?
Both parents involved. Affect in parent-child 
interaction and 
children’s social dev
Father’s influential 
in negative affect 
and social skills
Jacob & Johnson 
(1997)
141 A series o f  questionnaires, lab 
problem solving interaction tasks
Children 10-18 yrs. USA Intact white, middle 
class
Both parents Parent-child 
interaction and child 
functioning
Depressed parent 
has impact on 
child relationships
ELI, USA Middle class, white Both parents Emotional regulation Found an effect
and jealousy between 
siblings
EU, USA Working and middle Mothers and siblings, father? Connection between Maternal positive
class families maternal emotional emotional
expressivity and expressivity linked
children’s adjustment, to child’s
social competence and regulation
regulation.
Volling et al (2002)
Eisenberg et al 
(2003)
60 Play observations in lab,
questionnaire measures of 
emotion, sib rel
214 Univ lab, questionnaires, children
completed puzzle task, observed, 
longitudinal study
Younger child 12 
mths
Older 2-6 yrs old
Mean age of children 
73 months
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Depression can have an influence on sibling behaviour through both direct and 
indirect pathways. As well as being exposed to negative affect in a direct manner, 
sibling interaction may be affected indirectly through impaired parenting which is 
not as facilitative to social interaction (Rutter, 1990). As in previous studies in other 
areas, the notion of the role of modelling and bi-directionality comes into play when 
interpreting results of depression research (Rutter, 1990). It is unclear whether 
parental depression influences child behaviour or vice-versa.
Later studies attempted to look at the difference in parent-child interaction between 
depressed and non-depressed families (Jacob & Johnson, 1997). The impact of 
depression on the child (aged 10-18yrs) was assessed with a sample of 141 through 
questionnaires and interactive problem solving tasks. It was clear that 
communication patterns were affected leading to decreased positivity and affective 
expression and an impact on relationships even when the depressed parents had no 
direct interaction (Jacob & Johnson, 1997).
The complexity of parent child interactions were shown by results which considered 
father-child communication as a more important variable to the outcome of 
depression and was linked to later behavioural and externalising problems (Jacob & 
Johnson, 1997). The researchers explained such results in the context of a family 
systems model, as it appears to be an oversimplification to state that depression leads 
to sibling interaction problems without a consideration of family context.
The child’s response to both hostility and depression can influence their development 
of emotional regulation skills. Problems in emotional regulation can in turn lead to
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more conflicted social interactions and conduct problems relating to peers (Carson & 
Parke, 1996). Emotional Regulation was assessed through playroom observation and 
data from teachers (Carson & Parke, 1996). Similarly to Jacob & Johnson (1997), 
social skills in children are more affected by a father’s response to their distress with 
negative affect than a mother’s, particularly in relation to parent-child play (Carson 
& Parke, 1996). However, this sample consisted of much younger children (aged 4-5 
yrs). When hostility and depression interferes with a child’s ability to socialise 
emotional regulation skills through play, both sibling and peer interactions can be 
negatively influenced (Carson & Parke, 1996).
The notion of regulation was studied more specifically by Eisenberg et al. (2003). 
Their method involved a sample of 214 with a longitudinal analysis of younger 
children using laboratory observation, questionnaires and puzzle tasks. They focused 
on family context and children’s development of emotional regulation skills. Bi­
directional influences were considered with the emotional climate of the home, the 
child’s reactivity and parental expression of emotion all interacting to affect 
relationships and socio-emotional competence (Eisenberg et al., 2003). Their 
findings support the idea of parental influence being central to a model of children’s 
regulation and social functioning with maternal positive emotional expressivity 
related to children’s regulation. With regard to negative expressivity, the age of the 
child must be considered as its impact to outcome changes with the age of child 
(Eisenberg et al., 2003).
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Summary
Children can be affected by both the presence of anger and depression, which can 
have an influence on their emotions (Carson & Parke, 1996; Cummings et al., 1981; 
Cummings, 1993; Jacob & Johnson, 1997). When a child fails to regulate their 
emotions it subsequently interferes with their ability to relate with their sibling. The 
impact on a child however is mediated by gender, age, the role of the father in the 
child’s care and maternal emotional expressivity (Eisenberg et al., 2003).
Relationship Quality and Siblings
Aside from the acquisition of emotional regulation skills, the quality of the parent 
child relationship has important implications for socialisation of the child (Howe & 
Ross, 1990; Volling & Belsky, 1992). It was found from observations in the home 
and a laboratory, that greater maternal involvement could impede the development of 
a sibling relationship, and particularly intense maternal involvement had a negative 
association with friendly sibling interaction (Howe & Ross, 1990; see Table 4). 
Maternal involvement was found to predict sibling conflict, with an association 
between mother-child conflict and sibling conflict present (Volling & Belsky, 1992). 
Father-child socialisation was more linked to sibling prosocial behaviour (Volling & 
Belsky, 1992). The quality of the parent-child relationship is important in the sense 
that once a child experiences non-supportive relationships it overrides the effect of 
other influences such as parental differential treatment (Volling & Belsky, 1992).
26
Table 4.
General Family Relationships
Study_________ N___________ Method______________ Age of children Country_______ Sam ple______  Family m em bers______ Focus of Interest______ Result
Howe & Ross 
(1990)
32 Home observations, lab to assess 
preschool behaviour
Firstborn 36-58 
months, second bom 
14 months
White, middle class Mother-sibling dyad Maternal socialisation Negative
association
intense
maternal
involvement
& friendly sib
rel.
Volling & Belsky 
(1992)
30 Longitudinal study, home 
observations o f parent-child and 
sibling interaction, questionnaire 
measures
Firstborn mean age 
72 months, second 
bom 21 months.
USA Intact white, middle 
and working class 
families
Both parents involved Contribution o f 
mother/father-child 
relationships to sib rel
Father effect, 
on prosocial 
behaviour
Brody et al (1994) 142 Videotaped interaction, 
questionnaire based measures, 
longitudinal study
Younger sibling 4-9 
yrs
Older Sibling 6-11 
yrs
USA Middle and upper 
middle class, white
Both mother and father Family relationships and 
child temperament and sib 
rel
Father’s role 
forecast sib rel 
quality from 
middle 
childhood to 
adolescence
Brody etal (1999) 85 Parental and Child interview, 3 
home visits
First bom child 9- 
12yrs
USA Economic cross 
section o f African 
American families
Both Parents were involved Family processes, 
supportive parenting and 
children’s development 
self regulation
Self regulated 
youths led to 
more
harmonious
sibling
relationships
Coldwell & Dunn 
(2005)
118 Parents and children given 
interviews and questionnaires.
Target child 4-6 yrs 
old with sibling 8 yrs 
or under
USA 2 parent families, mix 
of working, middle 
class, 92% mother, 
96% fathers white
Both parents involved. Parent-child relationship 
and later adjustment
Sib rel quality 
not entirely 
mediated by 
parent-child 
relationship
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The role of fathers in terms of parent-child relationship quality was again emphasised 
in a larger scale study by Brody, Stoneman & McCoy (1994). In their longitudinal 
study using videotaped interaction and questionnaires it was found that the father- 
child relationship and differential behaviour could predict sibling relationship quality 
from middle childhood to adolescence (Brody et al., 1994). But sibling relationship 
quality was a constantly changing construct, which depended upon interaction with 
family context over time; this is consistent with a developmental psychopathology 
model (Brody et al., 1994).
In the case of child adjustment it was again found that the interaction of numerous 
relationships and not just the parent-child relationship influenced outcome. Therefore 
rather than outlining parental influence on sibling interactions, models should 
consider the bidirectional influence of family relationships (Coldwell & Dunn,
2005).
Summary
The outcome is mixed with regard to family relationship quality and sibling 
relationships. Some studies using questionnaire and interview have shown that 
sibling relationship quality is not entirely mediated by the parent-child relationship 
(Coldwell & Dunn, 2005). Others involving observation indicate a father effect on 
pro-social behaviour and forecasting sibling relationship quality (Brody et al., 1994; 
Volling & Belsky, 1992) while an intense maternal involvement has a negative 
association with sibling relationship development (Howe & Ross, 1990).
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Theories of Parental Influence
The research on parental influence has often referred to two theoretical concepts; 
Attachment (Sroufe & Fleeson, 1986; Teti & Ablard, 1989) and Social Learning 
Theory (Bandura & Walters, 1963). Both attempt to explain how parental behaviour 
may impact on a child’s functioning and the nature of their relationships. The sibling 
relationship is one that can be affected by the parent-child bond (Teti & Ablard, 
1989; Teti, Sakin, Kucera, Corns & Das Eiden (1996) or the modelling of behaviour 
from both parents (Carson & Parke, 1996).
Attachment Theory
Attachment considers development as taking place as a result of interactions with the 
caregiver. The infant’s personality is affected by the initial dyadic relationship 
whereby only interaction with the caregiver gives their behaviour meaning and 
generates expectations of relationships (Brody, 1998; Sroufe & Fleeson, 1986) This 
dyadic relationship leads to the formation of an internal working model in the child 
which can influence later relationships, their emotional regulation and expectations 
of responsiveness and support (Brody, 1998; Sroufe & Fleeson, 1986).
Self-regulation has been shown to play a role in a child’s sibling relationships 
(Carson & Parke, 1996; Eisenberg et al., 2003; Volling et al., 2002). Anger and 
depression from the parent can negatively affect the parent-child bond and 
subsequently children’s self-regulation. The child may not appropriately seek 
comfort and support when distressed. A positive parent child bond through 
attachment has been linked to prosocial behaviour (Thompson, 1999) and positive 
parent child relationships are hypothesised to contribute to the development of 
prosocial orientations among siblings (Sroufe & Fleeson, 1986).
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It is clear then that the difference between secure and insecure attachment has 
important implications for the relationships a sibling might develop. More secure 
attachment is signified by an increased ability of the dyadic system of parent and 
child to manage arousal and facilitate environmental interaction (Sroufe & Fleeson, 
1986). Attachment has been shown to predict behaviour 12-18 months later (Sroufe, 
1979; cited in Sroufe & Fleeson, 1986). In observing children one can see securely 
attached children as more prosocial while anxious avoidant and anxious resistant 
children are more negative and incompetent in social relationships (Stroufe & 
Fleeson, 1986). One study found that when both children had an experience of a 
secure attachment relationship that the interaction was characterized by smoothness 
and reciprocity (Sroufe & Fleeson, 1986).
Attachment as a theory has important implications for early intervention with sibling 
relationships. If the first caregiver-child bond can be shown to have clear links to 
later child behaviour, effective assessment could prevent more serious externalising 
problems and family conflict as well as facilitating the development of more 
supportive family relations.
The impact of attachment on sibling relationships has been studied in an effort to 
illustrate the link between security of attachment and the nature of later sibling 
interaction (Teti & Ablard, 1989). Looking at the affective quality of the sibling 
interaction it was found that attachment could account for individual differences in 
the younger child’s affective involvement while the older child’s caregiving 
improved with security of attachment (Teti & Ablard, 1989). Further emphasising
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the importance of secure attachment and emotional regulation, the infant reacted less 
negatively when attention turned to their sibling and felt less threatened when 
securely attached to the mother (Teti & Ablard, 1989). So, even at the earliest stage 
of development there is evidence of parental influence on the nature of sibling 
relationships.
The transition to siblinghood is a time when the older sibling may be vulnerable to 
reacting with feelings of jealousy and anxiety. Secure attachment has been shown to 
predict a better adjusted first-born child and in turn an impact on the nature of the 
sibling relationship (Teti et al., 1996).
The problem with attachment is similar to other avenues of enquiiy into parental 
influence. Questions remain with regard to the causal nature of the attachment link to 
later relationships (Dunn, 2000). There is a lack of longitudinal research to 
demonstrate that the changes in a sibling relationship are maintained over time. Also 
what one defines as the attachment relationship may also be influenced more directly 
by parental differential treatment and marital discord.
Social Learning Theory
Social Learning Theory defines behaviour as being learned through observing others 
and that this forms a guide for future behaviour (Bandura, 1977). It focuses on the 
social element of learning and not purely reinforcement principles. Modelling of 
behaviour by a parent could lead to a child learning a similar behaviour which it 
could later implement in social relationships e.g. with a sibling (Patterson, 1984).
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Children’s peer oriented behaviour has been shown to be affected by social learning 
and modelling from as young as nine months old (Becker, 1977).
While attachment focused on the management of arousal and subsequently 
relationships through the parent-child bond, social learning theory states the child 
learns through observation, the many skills which they will use as a guide in 
interactions with others (Bandura, 1977). According to the theory, the nature of the 
sibling relationship could develop through the imitation of parental behaviour 
(Bandura, 1977).
Social learning has been used to explain the impact of conflict and negative affect in 
the home on the child (Carson & Parke, 1996; Emery, 1982). It was found that 
parental displays of negative affect had an effect on children through modelling. As 
mentioned earlier in the review of marital discord it has been found that children can 
imitate the hostile and aggressive behaviour of parents (Emery, 1982). Children 
could continue this pattern of negative affect into subsequent social situations 
(Carson & Parke, 1996). If a child brought negative affect into situations such as the 
sibling relationship this would result in a more unstable, negative relationship due to 
the parental behaviour being imitated by children. Studies of anger (Cummings et al., 
1981) and depression (Jacob & Johnson, 1997) have further illustrated the process of 
modelling and its generalisation to sibling relationships.
Aside from the negative impact of modelling, parental positivity is associated with 
higher levels of affection and warmth in the sibling relationship (Brody, 1998).
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Positive parent-child relationships can increase sibling prosocial interaction and 
decreased conflictual sibling processes.
Social Learning Theory has been shown to account for many of the positive and 
negative outcomes in sibling relationships, particularly when looking at parental 
influence. The child is most exposed to the parent as a model for how to behave and 
it follows that this behaviour will, like attachment security, lead to an impact on 
others. In initiation of contact with a sibling, the child often utilises behaviour 
observed from the parent. However, familial contextual factors and the 
interrelationships of all in the family system may mean that behaviour modelled may 
be more complex than just a parent-child acquisition of skills. Psychosocial, cultural 
and contextual factors may impact on the child’s behaviour as well as parental 
modelling.
A heuristic model of Parental influence and sibling relationships
More recent theoretical advances and models have taken into account the overall 
family system and bi-directionality in outlining the nature of parental influence on 
sibling relationships (Figure 1). Brody (1998) described his model as a theoretical 
framework for understanding variation in sibling relationship quality. It considered 
the parent-child relationship, differential parental treatment and management of 
sibling conflict as having an impact on sibling relationship quality. Instead of 
including marital discord, Brody’s (1998) model took account of parental negativity 
and hostility, which were processes underlying parental conflict. These contributory 
factors were considered along with mediators of child temperament, emotional
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Figure 1. A broad representation of Brody’s  (1998) heuristic model of family experience and sibling relationships
Family Experience Mediators
Parent-child relationship
1. Affective positivity and 
responsiveness
2. Affective negativity and 
hostility
Differential Parental Treatment
1. Receipt of less preferential 
parental treatm ent
Management of Sibling Conflict
1. Parental intervention into 
escalating sibling conflict
2. parental non-intervention into 
escalating sibling conflict
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<=
< C
Prosocial behaviour patterns
Aggressive/coercive behaviour patterns
Emotional regulation featuring anger or 
problem focused coping
Rendering benign or non benign 
attributions for relational events
Rejection or internalization of norms 
governing aggressions and fairness
S en se  of security and safety
SIBLING
RELATIONSHIP
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regulation and attribution styles. With regard to the causal processes in the 
development of the sibling relationship it allowed for the fact that relationships were 
bi-directional (Brody, 1998). This means that sibling relationships once initially 
developed can in turn influence parent-child relationships, differential treatment and 
parental management as well as mediators. Rather than a single causal pathway, 
Brody’s (1998) model views sibling interaction as the product of a complex 
interaction of family experience, mediators and the sibling relationship itself.
Previous theories of Social Learning and Attachment both inform the model. Social 
learning is explained as a process that can link to sibling interactions i.e. through 
modelling and observation between parent and child or even through an indirect 
pathway of observing a parent and another; the child can acquire social skills 
necessary for interaction (Brody, 1998). These skills may produce positive or 
conflictual interaction depending on the nature of parental modelling.
Attachment is implicated through parental intervention in that responsiveness may 
aid the child in appropriate socialization skills (Brody, 1998). By the ability to 
regulate their own feelings they can feel secure and responsive towards their sibling 
and reduce emotions such as anger and depression.
Parental differential treatment was linked by Brody (1998) to the development of 
self-schema in the child that in turn could upset the sibling relationship. If a child felt 
they were not being treated equally they could project their insecurities onto their 
sibling resulting in conflict and aggression. Through a prolonged exposure to less 
preferential treatment the self worth of a child could decrease (Brody, 1998).
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The role of parental attribution was shown in the model to be important in siblings’ 
reaction to negative events. Responsive parenting led to more neutral interpretations 
of negative relational instances while hostile parenting was more likely to link to 
more negative attributions of such events. Similarly, parenting can have an impact on 
sibling norms i.e. how the children internalise models for behaving with each other. 
The likelihood of a better sibling relationship is enhanced by responsive parenting 
and an internalisation of norms (Brody, 1998).
Cultural Factors in sibling relationships
Most research into parental influence on sibling relationships has focused on white 
western families (see Tables 1-4). However, there are differences in the nature of 
parent-child, sibling-sibling relationships and family structure in non-western 
cultures (Brody, Stoneman, Smith & Gibson, 1999; Cicirelli, 1994; Dunn, 1983). 
Early studies found a higher frequency of sibling interaction in non western cultures 
(Whiting & Whiting, 1975) while in African society infants received a combination 
of nurturant, sociable and aggressive care from siblings which would most often be 
received by adults in western society (Dunn, 1983).
In a review of cross cultural differences in sibling relationships, Cicirelli (1994) 
detailed numerous discrepancies in social norms, extent of caretaking, responsibility 
and the obligatory nature of sibling interaction in other cultures. In the western world 
sibling relationships were more discretionary with the sibling taking care of a 
younger child so a parent could pursue other activities (Cicirelli, 1994). In a non­
industrialised society like Kenya, older children take on more responsibility and help 
socialise and educate younger siblings, allowing parents to fulfil work roles and
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ensure the family system’s survival (Cicirelli, 1994). There is more control in society 
with regard to sibling relationships as it is essential that the sibling relationship 
works for both family and community survival. Western research studies have failed 
to take such factors into account and Cicirelli (1994) raised the question of whether 
western children could learn from the caretaking and socialisation evident in other 
cultures, particularly in relation to managing family breakdown and marital discord.
A recent study has attempted to tackle the lack of cross-cultural perspective in 
sibling relationship research by using a sample of African American families (Brody 
et al., 1999). Such a sample provided a different perspective due to more sibling- 
sibling care involved, so if a negative sibling relationship existed it would have a 
more detrimental impact on the family (Brody et al. 1999). It included extended 
families and studied the relationship of parental psychological functioning to sibling 
relationship context.
The study put forward the idea of a mediational model linking parental psychological 
functioning, family processes and sibling relationship quality (Brody et al., 1999). A 
positive association was found between parental psychological functioning and 
supportive parenting, both in the nuclear and extended family (Brody et al., 1999). 
Similar to white families, children who experienced problems with emotional 
regulation had more conflictual sibling relationships (Brody et al., 1999).
Brody et al. (1999) is one of the few studies to test theories and concepts of parental 
influence on siblings in different ethnic groups. Many studies have used a narrow 
definition of family structure that limits the applicability of any results outside white
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middle class society. The impact of more collectivist cultures that involve the 
community and extended family, ties in with more recent ideas of sibling 
relationships that consider context and environment as well as direct parental effects. 
Instead of parental influence, the impact of primary caregiver effects is dependent on 
from whom the care giving is being received and time spent with a sibling. Until 
further research is replicated in cross-cultural situations the generalisability of results 
is severely limited.
Methodology
In attempting to draw tentative conclusions from the research on sibling relationships 
it is necessary to consider the methods used in the different studies e.g. the study 
design, the nature of the sample and family members involved (see Tables 1-4).
Design
One issue in research into parental influence is whether a study follows a 
longitudinal or cross sectional design. This is crucial with regard to assigning a 
causal relationship between parental influence and the quality of the sibling 
relationship (Dunn, 2000). A cross sectional design while providing useful 
correlation data cannot demonstrate a direct link between parental behaviour and the 
sibling interaction. This is clear in studies that demonstrated a link between parental 
differential treatment and conflictual relationships but acknowledged one may not 
cause the other (Stocker, Dunn & Plomin, 1989). A longitudinal study in marital 
discord however, showed that parental conflict could predict individual differences 
.in the sibling relationship (Dunn et al., 1999). If the sibling relationship research is to
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be of use in facilitating family interventions and identifying causal pathways it is 
necessary to increase the number of longitudinal studies.
Aside from whether a study is cross-sectional or longitudinal the method itself can 
have an influence on data obtained. Research on sibling relationships has used a 
mixture of interviews, standardised questionnaires and observation in both a 
laboratory and home setting. Interviewing has been used to get detailed feedback 
from parents on parental differential treatment (Kowell & Kramer, 1997; McHale et 
al., 2000; Richmond et al., 2005), marital discord (Gottman & Katz, 1989) and 
family relationships (Coldwell & Dunn, 2005). In some studies when children were 
old enough they could be interviewed on the same issues (Coldwell & Dunn, 2005; 
Deater-Deckard et al., 1999; McHale & Powetko, 1992; Richmond et al., 2005). 
There are weaknesses in interviewing with regard to the accuracy of self-report and 
social desirability that may undermine the data, particularly in topics such as marital 
discord.
Standardised questionnaires possess similar problems with regard to social 
desirability and self report but have been used in all of the studies reviewed. In spite 
of the limits, the use of questionnaires has enabled large sample sizes to be studied 
over long periods of time (Dunn et al., 1999). The difficulty in collating the data for 
review is the variety of questionnaire measures used. Take the idea of child 
perception of parental differential treatment (Kowell & Kramer, 1997; McHale et al., 
2000). Both studies used questionnaire measures to get the child’s interpretation of 
PDT. One used the Sibling Inventory of Differential Experience (Daniels & Plomin, 
1985) while another used the Child’s Report of Parental Behaviour Inventory
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(Schafer, 1965). Because of the differing standardised measures, it restricts the 
generalisability of the data with parental differential treatment operationalised in 
different ways in different studies.
The advantage of observation of family interaction is that it can provide ecological 
validity in the representation of relationships. One can assess sibling relationships in 
the environment in which they naturally occur, thus increasing the likelihood of 
useful data. However there are differences in the nature of family observation in 
terms of setting and structured, unstructured observation. Some studies observed the 
siblings in a laboratory setting (Jacob &Johnson, 1997; McKinnon, 1989; Richmond 
et al., 2005) which although providing different data to self report measures may be 
restricted in terms of relevance to the home environment. On the other hand, 
videotaped home observations provided a naturalistic observation in the place where 
most family interaction normally occurs (Gottman & Katz, 1989; Stocker et al., 
1989). However, whether observation is structured or in a naturalistic setting it can 
lead to a change in a family member’s behaviour. Some researchers acknowledged 
that children might tiy to behave better towards their sibling when observed by an 
adult (Stocker et al., 1989).
Sample
The nature of the sample used in most studies is one that has been previously 
discussed in the cross-cultural section of this review. A lack of cultural diversity has 
implications for any conclusions drawn about parental influence and sibling 
relationships. All but a few studies were based on USA populations and within that 
the majority of the sample were white middle class. Only East & Khoo (2005) and
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Brody et al. (1999) used a majority of Latino or African Americans in their study, 
while few considered working class populations (Deater-Deckard et al., 2002; 
Eisenberg et al., 2003; McHale et al., 2000; Volling & Belsky, 1992). This lack of 
diversity has implications for further investigation of sibling relationships. Any 
comprehensive model or intervention plan to facilitate better parental management of 
sibling relationships must allow for diversity. The time siblings stay together, their 
responsibilities towards each other and family system factors differ greatly between 
social class and ethnicity.
Age
The age range of children involved in each study can limit the generalisability of the 
data. Some studies involved children as young as 12months old (Volling et al., 2002) 
while others considered 19 year old children in their sample (East & Khoo, 2005). 
Age is relevant with regard to interpretation of outcome as children may experience 
different effects from parental influence at different developmental stages (Eisenberg 
et al., 2003; Richmond et al., 2005). If one were to consider a family process model 
of parental influence, the context around children would be very different at different 
ages. Studies with younger children however, presented more opportunities for early 
intervention in relationship problems.
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Gender
The role of gender is one that affects results, both in terms of the relationship 
between siblings and the involvement of parents. Some studies have shown the 
reaction of siblings to parental negative emotionality can depend on their gender 
(Cummings, 1993) while the support between siblings in reaction to parental marital 
discord depends on the gender composition of the sibling pair (Hetherington, 1989). 
In most studies there were varying gender composition of sibling pairs which could 
be a mediator in the influence of parents on the sibling interaction.
Many studies focused on the mother-child relationship in their study (Howe & Ross, 
1990; Eisenberg et al., 2003; McHale & Powetko, 1992; Stocker et al., 1989) While 
it is clear that the mother child relationship is often the closest the child will 
experience, the absence of fathers in some studies has meant what is termed parental 
influence often comes from studies which just considers maternal factors. 
Interestingly when fathers are considered there seems to be an effect on sibling 
behaviour. Studies found that fathers can affect prosocial behaviour between siblings 
(Volling & Belsky, 1992) and the role of the father can forecast sibling relationship 
quality from middle childhood to adolescence (Brody et al., 1994).
Discussion
The review aimed to summarise articles in an effort to investigate the nature and 
extent of parental influence on sibling relationships. It is clear that parents whether 
through marital discord, differential parental behaviour or the nature of the parent- 
child relationship, influence the sibling relationship in different ways. What 
complicates the picture is the number of mediating variables and interaction effects
42
that prevent any firm conclusions being drawn. This is made more difficult by 
cultural factors, which differ in the definition of sibling relationships depending on 
the cultural perspective. A heuristic model by Brody (1998) outlined a summary of 
research to date on sibling relationships but still failed to account for the complexity 
of family processes. In an effort to draw some conclusions from the data it is worth 
considering a more recent model of the development of sibling interaction.
By studying the transition to siblinghood one can trace at the earliest stage the 
development of the sibling relationship. The Developmental Ecological Systems 
Model (Volling, 2005) attempts to situate the transition to siblinghood within an 
ecological context. This means that there are many factors that can impact on a 
child’s development both inside and outside the family (Figure 2). This model 
broadens the scope from just parental influence.
Rather than factors such as parenting or the marital relationship in the micro system 
of the family it allows for the role of the wider environment and context (Volling, 
2005). It also considers the bi-directional and multiple processes in the family and 
social systems that can impact in different ways on outcome. The model is closely 
tied to principles of developmental psychopathology in that many factors can impact 
on a child; these can change by age and over time and are the result of multiple 
intercorrelations (Volling, 2005).
It raises the gaps in the literature, i.e. studies of siblinghood outside white, middle 
class cultures, and poses questions to be answered by future longitudinal research 
that allows for a developmental psychopathological perspective of sibling
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Figure 2. A D evelopm ental P sy ch o p a th o lo g y  m odel o f paren ta l in fluence an d  sib ling  re la tio n sh ip s
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relationships. In the long term, this kind of research would be more useful as it 
would explain how similar factors could impact in different ways and at different 
times in the child’s development, depending on the context. Previous research has 
not focused on developmental trajectories and the changes in the environment as well 
as the individual (Volling, 2005). The sibling relationship is not a static concept and 
further study of the family over time may provide knowledge on interventions for 
sibling conflict when appropriate.
Of importance in studying parental influence on sibling relationships is the relevance 
to real world and clinical intervention. The idea that one could predict how a sibling 
relationship would develop has implications for both the family system and 
children’s individual adjustment throughout the lifespan. The sibling relationship can 
be the longest an individual will experience in their life and the support of a positive 
sibling relationship can been shown to buffer against adverse risk factors such as 
marital discord or negative emotionality from parents (Dunn, 2000).
Parental influence cannot be discussed without acknowledging contextual factors 
such as the age, gender of the siblings, social class, and ethnicity e.g. the impact on 
outcome of parental influence differs with the age of the child (Eisenberg et al.,
2003). Studies have developed increasingly complex methodology and longitudinal 
study designs but there is still great difficulty in establishing the direction of effects 
and causality of the parent on sibling interaction (Dunn, 2000). There are however, 
more and more studies taking context into account in sibling studies e.g. family 
context has been linked to differences in the development of children’s emotional 
regulation (Eisenberg et al., 2003).
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Richmond et al., (2005) found that the sibling relationship is continually changing 
and evolving leading to different outcome at different times. Such changes may 
develop into problems in the family and later internalising and externalising 
problems such as conduct disorder in the child. From the limited cross-cultural 
studies it can be seen that societal factors such as friends, peers and the community 
may also interact with both parents and the child to influence outcome (Brody et al., 
1999).
It is only through further study of a variety of family contexts that the nature of 
parental influence can be further understood. For example Cicerelli (1994) found that 
the nature of sibling support and responsibility in other cultures could provide 
information on facilitating better family intervention in our own. Through drawing 
on Social Learning Theory and Attachment we can understand how a child may 
acquire a concept of relationships through their parents from an early age but this 
does not occur in isolation.
Although parental influence does not solely define the sibling relationship, it can be a 
point of contact for interventions in family problems. The main caregiver can, 
through directive and interactive intervention, facilitate better sibling relations 
(Brody, Stoneman & Mckinnon, 1986; Howe & Ross, 1990). This is particularly 
relevant to preschool children, where modelling and attachment processes can play a 
significant role in the development of the sibling interaction. When a parent uses 
non-punitive discipline with their children, siblings exhibit less antagonistic and 
more pro social behaviour (Brody et al., 1986). The communication to children of 
internal states is another that can influence siblings. A mother talking to the older
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sibling about the younger* s internal states is associated with more friendly sibling 
interaction (Howe & Ross, 1990).
Summary
There is more research needed in order to assess effectively the mediating link of 
family and developmental context in the influence of parenting on sibling 
relationships. The framework of developmental psychopathology may provide a 
template that matches more effectively to the continual changes in the family life 
cycle. However, the knowledge of Attachment and Social Learning Theory shows 
that there are clear processes, which can affect the child’s ideas of relationships from 
an early age. This knowledge can facilitate assessment and amelioration of sibling 
relationship problems from infancy.
Research can promote positive techniques in developing prosocial sibling relations 
rather than interventions when negative sibling interaction is already taking place 
(Kramer & Baron, 1995). This could have an impact on externalising problems such 
as conduct disorder and later delinquent behaviour Mid enhance coping mechanisms 
and support networks. A full understanding of family dynamics can lead to the 
promotion of positive sibling relationships throughout the lifespan.
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Part 2:Empirical Paper
The effect of attachment security on infant 
sibling relationships following the birth of
the second child
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Abstract
Sibling relationships are often the longest lasting relationships and can affect socio- 
emotional understanding. Previous studies have shown that a firstborn child’s secure 
attachment to its mother, can be predictive of a more positive interaction with their 
sibling. This study examined the link between attachment security and sibling 
relationships in the transition to siblinghood using 29 sibling pairs in a longitudinal 
design. It was hypothesised that the more securely attached the firstborn child, the 
more positive the relationship will be with their sibling. The more securely attached 
firstborn children in the last trimester of pregnancy were less likely to display 
hostility and competitiveness in the sibling relationship when the new sibling was 5 
months old. Firstborn children also displayed a significant decrease in attention 
problems following the birth of their sibling. Age was related to the level of 
interaction between siblings and the mothers’ perception of the firstborn child’s 
adaptation to siblinghood.
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Introduction
The arrival of a sibling is an important transitional period in the life of a firstborn 
child (Teti, Sakin, Kucera & Corns, 1996). It is a time when roles and interactions 
within the family are redefined (Stewart, 1990; Teti et al., 1996). The parent-child 
bond can be affected during a period in which the firstborn child experiences anxiety, 
anger and displacement (Levy, 1934; Winnicott, 1964). The firstborn child is so 
frequently upset at the arrival of a sibling that their challenging behaviour has often 
been viewed as normative, with observable negative reactions found in a majority of 
children under 3 years (Henchie, 1963; Winnicott, 1964).
Viewed from a systems perspective, the arrival of a new family member is a 
challenge for the entire system (Minuchin, 1985). The birth of a sibling can have an 
impact on the firstborn’s developmental trajectory with a negative impact on self­
perception and self esteem (Baydar, Hyle & Brooks-Gunn, 1997). Dunn and 
Kendrick (1980) found clinginess and whininess in the older child can increase the 
controlling interaction of a mother to their firstborn. Preschool age firstborns can 
also experience a significant decrease in maternal attachment security following the 
birth of a sibling (Teti et al., 1996).
The understanding of family relationships and the development of these over the 
lifespan can be enhanced by looking at the interaction of newly formed and 
previously established interactions in the transition to siblinghood (Teti et al., 1996). 
The older child’s early reaction to the arrival of a sibling can determine the quality of
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the infant sibling relationship at least in the short term and possibly throughout their 
pre-school years (Dunn & Kendrick, 1982; Teti et al., 1996).
Although the transition to siblinghood can involve stress for the older child, sibling 
relationships consist of many individuals’ longest lasting relationships and can buffer 
against adverse developmental outcomes as well as increase vulnerability to 
psychological distress (Brody, 1998; Dunn, 2000). The relationship can facilitate 
socio-emotional understanding and conflict resolution as well as social competence 
with peers (Volling & Blandon, 2003). In the longer term, older siblings can 
increasingly affect care, with both parents often working, and have an important 
impact on emotional support to the younger sibling across the lifespan (McHale & 
Croufer, 1996).
The role of attachment has been investigated as a predictor for firstborn adjustment 
and sibling relationships following the birth of a sibling. Attachment has been linked 
to prosocial behaviour and positive parent child relationships are hypothesised to 
contribute to the development of prosocial orientations among siblings (Sroufe & 
Fleeson, 1986; Thompson, 1999). Individuals with secure attachment are more 
cooperative with their parents at 22 months and more affectionately positive and 
compliant at two years (Erikson, Sroufe & Egeland, 1985). The formation of a 
secure internal working model of relationships in the context of the infant-parent 
relationship may mean that a secure child will be more responsive towards a sibling 
and demonstrate fewer negative emotions such as anger and depression (Brody, 
1998), Certainly attachment at 12-18 months can predict behaviour at age 4 lA - 5
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years so may be useful in predicting the trajectory of newly formed relationships in 
the transition to siblinghood (Erikson et al., 1985).
Pre-school children are able to serve as subsidiary attachment figures to their siblings 
(Stewart & Marvin, 1984), and qualitative differences in the partnership between the 
mother and older sibling are associated with the sibling attachment relationship 
(Ainsworth, 1978; Brody & Stoneman, 1986). Teti and Ablard (1989) found that a 
good relationship existed between infant and older sibling only when the older 
sibling was more securely attached to the mother. The development of the sibling 
relationship was best understood by the quality of the initial parent-child relationship 
rather than contextual factors such as age, family size or sex (Teti & Ablard 1989). 
Therefore the nature of the mother-firstbom child relationship is important in the 
reaction of the firstborn to a younger sibling’s birth and later sibling rapport 
(Ainsworth et al., 1978).
In summary, previous studies have shown that for the firstborn the transition to 
siblinghood can be variable and attachment security may play a role in the formation 
and adjustment to a sibling relationship following the arrival of a new family 
member.
The current study looked at preschool age firstborn’s adjustment to first time 
siblinghood through the observation of the sibling relationship. It tests the hypothesis 
that a higher quality sibling relationship will be associated with the security of the 
firstborn child’s attachment to the mother, measured prior to the sibling’s birth. It 
aimed to do this through a longitudinal design that followed the firstborn child at
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three time points from the last trimester of pregnancy to 5 months after the birth of 
the new sibling. Both attachment security and the later sibling relationship were 
evaluated through naturalistic observation in the home environment (Gottman & 
Katz, 1989; Stocker et al., 1989).
Although previous studies have looked at sibling relationships and attachment 
security and attachment security change in the transition to siblinghood, no study has 
considered all factors together in the same research (Teti & Ablard, 1989; Teti et al., 
1996). Teti and Ablard (1989) looked specifically at sibling relationships and 
attachment security in older children (2-8yrs of age) in a laboratory setting. While 
Teti et al. (1996) focused on attachment security in the transition to siblinghood, they 
did not have a specific measure of the sibling relationship. Follow-up in their 
longitudinal study was only 4-8 weeks following birth of the new child and looked at 
adjustment more than the sibling interaction. They again had a sample of firstborn 
children who were up to 5 yrs of age. The current study looked at attachment and the 
sibling relationship at an earlier stage to any other study and looked at the predictive 
nature of attachment security before birth of a sibling for later relationships outside 
of the mother-child interaction.
It is important to assess sibling relationships at an early stage where preventative 
interventions can have more of a positive impact on child development (Brody et al., 
1986; Howe & Ross, 1990). The data may be able to provide more information on 
the nature of the early sibling relationship following initial adjustment to the arrival 
of the sibling. It is hoped that the results in the study can be used to improve the
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understanding of the importance of parenting and attachment in a transitional period 
to siblinghood and the link between attachment security and later relationships.
Previous research has indicated that contextual factors may need to be taken into 
consideration in the reaction of the firstborn to becoming a sibling (Teti et al., 1996). 
The current study used questionnaire measures of child behaviour, temperament, the 
mother’s psychiatric symptoms and demographic data in order to control for their 
effects and determine how much of an independent impact attachment security has 
on the sibling relationship.
The hypotheses were as follows:
1. When playing with their 5-month old sibling, more securely attached 
firstborn siblings would be more likely to exhibit caregiving, affiliative social 
interaction and less likely to display hostility or distress.
2. When observing their mother giving full attention to their younger sibling, 
more securely attached firstborn siblings would be less likely to cry/protest, 
distract and act aggressively.
3. Security of attachment will predict less behavioural changes in aggression, 
emotionally reactivity and attention seeking in the firstborn child five months 
after the birth of the new sibling.
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Method
Participants
Forty-four mothers were initially recruited for Time 1 assessment (conducted for 
UCL theses by Hamilton, 2007 and Ramadhan, 2007) from an antenatal clinic at a 
London hospital. After explaining the purpose of the study, those who agreed to take 
part were given an information sheet (Appendix 1) and contacted by telephone 
within a week to arrange an appointment time for a home visit.
For inclusion in the study, women needed to be in the third trimester of pregnancy 
with their second or third child, and have another child within 21-33 months of age. 
The participants were required to have a sufficient command of English in order for 
them to complete the self-report questionnaire measures. Any participants who were 
deemed high risk by hospital staff or had a troubled pregnancy were excluded from 
the study.
Following completion of the Time 1 and Time 2 baseline assessments, participants 
were asked if they would be willing to take part in a follow-up. Those that agreed 
were sent a letter after the birth of their new baby explaining the purpose of the new 
study (Appendix 2). They were then telephoned to arrange an appointment time for a 
home visit. Of the 44 participants who participated from the beginning, 29 (66%) 
agreed to take part in the follow-up while 15 (34%) participants did not take part in 
the follow up study (Appendix 3). 5 had changed address and could not be contacted, 
6 refused to take part in the follow-up and 4 did not respond to phone calls or letters.
63
Among families with three children, the middle child was chosen rather than the 
firstborn as it was assumed they had more access to the newborn, and the third child 
was outside the age range required for inclusion in the study. Four of the 29 families 
(14%) had 3 siblings with the third child not involved in the observation.
The younger children ranged in age from 5 to 9 months (M= 6.03 months, SD= 1.11) 
and older siblings ranged from 24 to 42 months (M= 33.22 months, SD= 5.79) with a 
mean age difference of 27.14 months, (SD=5.70). Of the firstborn children, 15 were 
male and 14 were female. Of the younger siblings, 18 were male and 11 were female. 
The final sample included 8 male older child- male toddler dyads, 7 male older child 
- female toddler dyads, 10 female older child -  male toddler dyads and 4 female 
older child -  female toddler dyads. Mothers ranged in age from 25 to 42 years 
(M=34.59 yrs, SD=3.46).
The researchers attempted to recruit an ethnically, socio-economically and culturally 
diverse sample of individuals in order facilitate an outcome that was applicable to the 
whole population. For the follow-up study the sample consisted mostly of white 
middle class families. 79% of the sample were UK/European, 10% were UK/Asian, 
3% Irish, 3% South African and 3% American.
Ethics
For the follow-up component of the study an amended ethics form was submitted 
(Appendix 4) as ethics had been completed and approved for the original study 
before the commencement of recruitment and data collection. Charing Cross
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Research Ethics Committee granted ethical approval for the amendment on the 19th 
March 2007.
Design
This longitudinal study was the follow-up component to a UCL thesis conducted by 
Hamilton (2007) and Ramadhan (2007) researching attachment and behaviour 
problems in the transition to siblinghood over 2 time points (Appendix 5).
The initial study
The initial study looked at the impact of the birth of a new sibling on a firstborn 
child. The Time 1 assessment was carried out during the last trimester of pregnancy 
in the family home. The researchers recorded a period of interaction between the 
mother and their firstborn children using a video recorder. This allowed them to rate 
both the quality of the child’s attachment to their parent and the mother’s parenting 
style. Questionnaire measures of child behaviour, parenting, parental mental health, 
family socio-economic status and child temperament were also administered.
The Time 2 assessment of the older sibling’s behaviour problems was conducted by 
telephone following the birth of a new sibling. This consisted of the administration of 
a Child Behaviour Checklist questionnaire (Achenbach & Edelbrock, 1983) when the 
infant was one month old.
Follow-up study
The Time 3 assessment looked at sibling relationship behaviour five months after the 
birth of the new child and utilised the same sample. Episodes of interaction between
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the siblings were recorded by videotape. This allowed ratings of the sibling 
relationship utilising a coding procedure based on the work of Teti and Ablard 
(1989). The follow-up study also took a further measure of the older sibling’s 
behavioural problems, the infant’s temperament and the mother’s perception of the 
sibling interaction. The researcher of the follow-up study was blind to the attachment 
ratings of the earlier study.
Setting
A home visit was arranged to observe the sibling relationship. Each visit was 
conducted by the researcher at Time 3 and took place approximately 5 months after 
the birth of the new child.
Measures
The Attachment Q-Sort (AQS; Waters & Deane, 1985) assessed the first-born child’s 
attachment to its mother before the birth of their sibling (Time 1). The AQS assesses 
the degree to which ninety descriptors are like or unlike the child’s present behaviour 
in order to obtain a current picture of attachment security. Attachment security was 
rated using the AQS by assigning its items into categories using a fixed distribution 
(Waters, 1995). The researcher sorted the items into nine categories in terms of their 
salience to the child whose behaviour was being rated. Items that were more 
characteristic of the child were given high placement and less characteristic items 
were placed in the low categories. For example “child readily shares with mother or 
gets hold things if she asks to” or “child quickly greets his mother with a big smile 
when she enters the room.” This measure has previously been used in studies that 
involved an assessment of attachment in the home environment (Teti et al., 1996). 
The AQS involves naturalistic observation and according to Cassidy and Shaver
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(1999), yielded results ranging from .72 to .95 in studies of inter-rater reliability. In 
the follow-up, the scores from the AQS (Time 1) were looked at in relation to the 
sibling relationship between the firstborn and the infant (Time 3).
The Child Behaviour Checklist (Achenbach & Edelbrock, 1983) 
is designed to assess a child’s behavior and social competency across several 
syndrome scales, as reported by their parents and was used at Time 1, Time 2 and 
Time 3 assessment. The 100 items of behaviour making up the CBCL are 
categorised into seven syndrome scales labelled ‘Aggressive Behaviour’ ‘Anxious 
Depressed’, ‘Somatic Complaints’ ‘Withdrawn’, ‘Sleep Problems’, ‘Emotionally 
Reactive’ and ‘Other Problems.’ Examples of the items include “feelings are easily 
hurt” and “demands must be met immediately.” The response scale consists of 0 for 
not true, 1 for somewhat or sometimes true and 2 for very true or often true.
The CBCL has high reliability with a mean test-retest correlation co-efficient across 
all scales of .85 (Achenbach & Rescorla, 2000). The initial study got a measure of 
changes in the older child’s behaviour at Time 1 and Time 2 following the birth of 
the sibling. It was administered again to measure changes in the older child’s 
behaviour at Time 3. The CBCL had good internal consistency, with a Cronbach 
alpha reported of .93 in the present study
The Infant Characteristics Questionnaire (Bates, Freeland & Lounsbuiy, 1979) was 
administered in order to consider whether temperament was a mediating factor 
between attachment and the sibling relationship. It was developed as a short 
screening device for difficultness. It contains 24 items rated on seven-point scales
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e.g. “How easy or difficult is it for you to calm or soothe your baby when he/she is 
upset.” The rating of 1 denotes an optimal temperamental trait and 7 a difficult 
temperament. The Infant Characteristics Questionnaire had a Cronbach alpha of .82 
in the present study.
Observation o f the sibling relationship (Teti & Ablard, 1989). The monitoring of 
sibling interaction required an observational paradigm due to the obstacles in the use 
of self-reports and interview data with infants and preschoolers (Dunn & Kendrick, 
1982). Unfortunately there is no widely used measure of sibling relationship quality, 
particularly in early sibling relationship interaction (Volling & Blandon, 2003). 
Therefore for the purposes of the study the sibling relationship measure was 
developed from various sources. It involved (i) an observational coding of 
videotaped interactions and (ii) mothers’ ratings of the quality of the sibling 
relationship as assessed by their responses to a questionnaire.
The observation of the sibling relationship used two episodes derived from Teti and 
Ablard (1989). Their study also looked at attachment and sibling relationships but 
the measure was slightly altered for use in a naturalistic rather than a lab-based 
setting. The present study was more concerned with the behaviour of the firstborn 
child, which meant certain episodes were irrelevant to the purpose of this research. 
Therefore a two-episode rather than seven-episode.procedure was used.
Both episodes were videotaped and were 10 minutes in length. The first episode 
assessed sibling play in the mother’s absence. Due to the young age of both siblings 
it was thought that the mother had to guide the children at times to enable an
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interaction to take place. This first episode was recorded using an interval sampling 
technique every 30 seconds (Appendix 6) (Teti & Ablard, 1989). The following 
behaviours were coded during each 30 second episode: (1) Caregiving -  older sibling 
to younger sibling including verbal assurances, holding kissing, caressing infant to 
provide comfort, attempts to calm infant be redirecting attention (2) Infant 
attachment behaviours -  Greet, approach, embrace, directed by a distressed infant to 
provide comfort (3) Affiliative social interaction — non distressed social bids to each 
other (4) Hostility — hostile behaviour directed from one child to the other e.g. 
hitting, mocking (5) Distress -  fussing, crying (Teti & Ablard, 1989). A further 
category (6) No Interaction was added due to the young age of the children leading 
to periods of inactivity.
The second episode looked at whether the firstborn child interfered with the mother’s 
play with the other child. In this episode mothers are asked to play with only the 
younger child while directing the older child to play alone (Teti & Ablard, 1989).
The task elicits feelings of rivalry between children. The coding system again 
consisted of interval sampling and behaviours coded were: (1) Cry/Protest — fussing, 
crying (2) Distract -  any behaviour, such as calling or physically placing oneself 
between mother and child, that served to distract the mother’s attention (3) Aggress 
toward sibling and aggress toward mother -hostile behaviours directed toward the 
child with whom the mother is playing or toward the mother herself (e.g. striking, 
yanking). Another category (4) Sibling not involved was added to account for 
occasions when the older child kept themselves occupied and did not react to the 
mother-infant interaction.
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Sibling behaviour was coded by the author. Inter-rater reliability on infant-sibling 
behavioural coding was completed between the author and another psychologist. 
They coded six randomly selected sibling dyads (21% of the full sample). Inter-rater 
correlation for episode 1 was 0.75 and episode 2 was 0.79.
The Modified Maternal Interview o f Sibling Relationships (Stocker, Dunn & Plomin, 
1989). This questionnaire assessed children’s sibling relationships in the toddler and 
preschool years. It was modified to be relevant to the ages of the children concerned. 
The items referred to dimensions of the sibling relationship and sibling’s behaviour 
towards each other, from companionship and caretaking to jealousy and quarrelling 
e.g. “What happens if the younger sibling is hurt or upset? Does the older sibling 
show concern and comfort him/her?” Responses range from 0 (almost never show 
concern at the other’s distress) to 5 (regularly shows concern nearly all the time it 
happens). Because the younger sibling was more passive in the interaction due to 
their age, the questionnaire was modified to mainly consider the older sibling’s role 
in the interaction. Items that took account of a two-way interaction were omitted, as 
the infant was too young to initiate any interaction.
The Cronbach’s alpha for the modified questionnaire was only .32 indicating a low 
internal consistency when both positive and negative scales were considered 
together. Therefore the questionnaire was considered in two different parts similar to 
Stocker, Dunn and Plomin (1989); (1) the 7 items describing positive behaviour 
(Cronbach’s alpha .80) and (2) 4 items describing negative behaviour (Cronbach’s 
alpha .80). One item on neutral behaviour was dropped from the analysis.
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Maternal Appraisal questionnaire. This was a five-item questionnaire devised for the 
follow up study. It consisted of broad questions on the mother’s perspective of their 
older child’s adaptation to siblinghood. It consisted of a 5-point scale looking at 
issues such as “How the older sibling feels about having a sibling?” Responses range 
from 1 (finding it difficult all the time) to 5 (almost all the time happy). The 
Maternal appraisal scale had good internal consistency, with a Cronbach alpha of 
.86 .
Power Analysis
The power calculation was derived from Teti and Ablard (1989), which looked at the 
relationship between attachment and sibling relationships. In looking at the link 
between caregiving and attachment with a regression analysis, to detect an effect size 
for an R squared of 0.34, a sample size of 29 was needed at p=.05 to have 80% 
power; assuming 3 covariates e.g. age, gender and socio-economic status. This study 
also predicted an association between sibling competition and attachment. To detect 
an effect size for an R squared of 0.31 a sample size of 29 was needed at p=.05 and 
to have 80% power. This was calculated using statistical software Zumastat.
71
Results
Preliminary Analyses
Of the 29 participants in the follow-up, the proportion of secure to insecure target 
children in the sample as determined by the .3 AQS security rating cut off was 83% 
(N=24) classified as secure and 17% (N=5) as insecure. There were slightly higher 
proportions of secure to insecure children in the current sample as compared with 
those found in middle class samples (typically 70% secure and 30% insecure, Waters 
1995). There was no significant association between security scores and age (r= - 
0.217, P=0.259) and no significant difference in security scores with regard to the 
gender of the older sibling (F(l,27)=0.006, P=0.937) and numbers of children in the 
family (F(l,27)=2.78, P=0.107),
Due to 15 of the 44 participants dropping out of the study before follow-up it was 
important to determine whether there was a significant difference between the two 
populations. There was no significant difference between the age of mothers between 
the drop-out and the follow-up group (F( 1,43)= 1.28, P=0.264) and ages of older 
firstborn children (F(l,43)=0.42, P=0.521). The gender and ethnicity composition of 
the sample was similar for both the drop-out and follow-up group. There was no 
difference between the groups on questionnaire scores and attachment Q-sort ratings 
(Table 1).
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Table 1
Mean scores at Time 1 for participants who dropped out and those who participated 
in the follow up
Drop out Follow up
M SD M SD t df P
Brief
Symptom
Inventory
23.14 22.54 12.97 9.36 1.62 42 0.125
Security of 
attachment - 
AQS 
criterion 
scores
0.48 0.23 0.55 0.24 0.91 43 0.370
Sum of 
satisfaction + 
number of 
people
9.50 1.56 9.74 2.68 0.31 39 0.759
Total Score 
CBCL time 
point 1
25.07 13.79 24.41 15.12 0.14 40 0.890
Total score 
CBCL time 
point 2
36.78 17.54 27.86 18.18 1.24 28 0.224
Time 3 observation: first episode
It was hypothesised that when playing with their sibling, more securely attached 
firstborn children would be more likely to exhibit caregiving, affiliative social 
interaction and less likely to display hostility or distress. As a percentage of the 
overall observation, caregiving occurred in 11%, affiliative social interaction 36%, 
hostility 4% and no interaction between siblings 48% of 30-second intervals.
The relationship between attachment security (as measured by the AQS at Time 1 
assessment) and sibling interaction (as measured by an interval sampling coding 
method at follow-up) was investigated for the first episode (Table 2). There was a 
negative correlation between hostility and attachment security (r=-0.417, p=0.024).
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This indicates that securely attached firstborn children were less likely to display 
hostility when playing with their sibling. There was an interesting trend between 
caregiving and attachment security however this did not reach strict significance 
(r=0.363, p=0.053).
Table 2
Correlations between attachment security and episode 1 observation scores
Observational Category Pearson’s r P
Caregiving 0.36 0.053
Affiliative Social Interaction -0.26 0.176
Hostility -0.42 0.024
Distress 0.15 0.429
No Interaction 0.13 0.493
Time 3 observation: second episode
When observing their mother giving full attention to their younger sibling, it was 
hypothesised that more securely attached firstborn siblings would be less likely to 
cry/protest, distract, act aggressively and more likely to play by themselves. As a 
percentage of the overall observation, crying/protest occurred in 3%, distract 60%, 
aggression 4% and sibling not involved in 33% of 30 second intervals.
The relationship between attachment security (as measured by the AQS at time 1 
assessment) and sibling rivalry and jealousy (as measured by an interval sampling 
coding method at follow up) was investigated for the second observation task (Table
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3). There was a negative correlation between distract and attachment security (r=- 
0.497, p=0.006) and a positive correlation between sibling non-involvement and 
attachment security (r=0.435, p=0.018). A high score on the distract item indicated 
more attention seeking and jealous behaviour on the part of the older sibling. 
Therefore, secure attachment was associated with less competition by the firstborn 
child for their mother’s attention and an increased likelihood that they would be 
content to play by themselves.
Table 3
Correlations between attachment security ratings and episode 2 observation scores
Observational Category Pearson’s r P
Crying/Protest 0.29 0.120
Distract -0.50 0.006
Aggress towards mother/sibling -0.06 0.770
Sibling not involved with 
mother/infant
0.43 0.018
On looking at the significant correlations from the first and second episodes, 
attachment security predicted both distracting behaviour and sibling non­
involvement when the variance due to infant temperament, mother psychiatric 
symptoms and social support was accounted for (Tables 4,5).
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Table 4
Regression model showing predictors for distracting behaviour by firstborn child
R2 F 6 t P A R 2 AF (p)
Model 1: 
variables
0.030 0.220 - - 0.881 - -
Infant
Temperament - - 0.058 0.266 0.793 - -
Brief
Symptom
Inventory
- - -0.012 -0.053 0.958 - -
Social
Support
- - 0.157 0.717 0.481 - -
Model 2:
complete
model
0.265 1.806 - - 0.020 0.235 6.394
Security of 
Attachment
- - -0.493 -2.529 0.020 - -
Infant
temperament 0.021 0.107 0.916
Brief
Symptom
Inventory
- - -0.095 -0.481 0.636 -
Social
support - -
0.121 0.618 0.543
- -
Note: Model 1 dfi= (3,21), Model 2 # =  (4,20)
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Table 5
Regression model showing predictors for firstborn child not being involved with 
mother or younger sibling
R2 F 6 t P A R 2 AF (p)
Model 1: 
variables
0.044 0.326 - - 0.807 - -
Infant
Characteristics 
Questionnair e
- - -0.063 -0.294 0.772 - -
Brief
Symptom
Inventoiy
- - 0.032 0.148 0.884 - -
Social Support - - -0.187 -0.861 0.399 - -
Model 2:
complete
model
0.225 1.453 - - 0.043 0.181 4.664
Security of 
Attachment
- - 0.432 2.160 0.043 - -
Infant
Characteristics
Questionnaire
- - -0.031 -0.155 0.878 - -
Brief 
, Symptom 
Inventory
- - 0.105 0.518 0.610 - -
Social support
-0.155 -0.773 0.448
Note: Model 1 dfi= (3,21), Model 2 df= (4,20)
Further analyses revealed a positive correlation between the age of the firstborn child 
at follow-up and the level of distracting behaviour in episode 2 (r=0.504, p=0.007) 
and affiliative interaction in episode 1 (r=0.564, p=0.002). There was a negative 
correlation between the age of the firstborn child at follow up and a lack of
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interaction between siblings in the first episode (r=-0.428, p=0.026). This indicated 
that interaction between siblings and competition for their mother’s attention was 
more likely when the firstborn child was older.
When the age of the older child was controlled for, a positive association remained 
between attachment security and sibling non-involvement (r=0.404, p=0.033), and a 
negative association between attachment security, hostility (r=-0.574, p=0.001) and 
distracting behaviour (r=-0.458, p=0.014).
Attachment security and behavioural change
It was hypothesised that security of attachment would predict less increases in 
aggression, emotionally reactivity and attention seeking in the firstborn child five 
months after the birth of the new sibling.
Because the child behaviour checklist was administered over three time points an 
initial analysis was conducted to compare means in order to assess whether the 
firstborn child’s behaviour changed over time. The means and standard deviations 
are presented in Table 6. There was a significant effect for time on the attention 
problems subscale (Wilks’ lambda=0.724, F(2,19)= 3.613, p=0.047, partial eta 
squared= 0.276.). Firstborn children exhibited fewer attention problems following 
the arrival of their sibling.
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Table 6
Mean CBCL group scores at Times 1,2 and 3.
Time 1 Time 2 Time 3
CBCL
subscale
M SD M SD M SD F
(2,19)
P
Aggressive 
Behaviou r
8.93 5.29 10.38 7.07 9.21 6.12 0.52 0.605
Anxious
Depressed
1.59 1.86 2.29 1.93 1.57 1.62 0.79 0,468
Somatic 1.11 1.55 1.38 1.59 1.39 1.66 1.25 0.308
Withdrawal 0.89 1.45 1.43 1.78 1.28 1.64 3.21 0.063
Emotionally
Reactive
1.56 1.71 1.76 1.51 1.71 1.90 0.74 0.490
Sleep
Problems
2.48 3.17 2.67 2.94 3.29 2.71 0.07 0.936
Attention
Problems
2.33 1.77 2.19 1.99 1.72 1.75 3.61 0.047
Other
Problems
6.74 4.19 6.67 5.62 7.79 5.75 1.60 0.229
Total Score 25.63 15.97 28.76 18.19 28.00 16.92 0.63 0.546
In order to assess the association between security of attachment and indices of 
behavioural problems on the CBCL, correlations were conducted between 
attachment security and the absolute differences in CBCL scores between Time 1 
and 3. There was no relationship between the differences in aggression, emotional 
reactivity and attention seeking in child behaviour checklist scores for firstborn 
children and attachment security (Table 7).
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Table 7
Correlations between attachment security ratings and CBCL syndrome group 
difference scores between Time 1 and Time 3
CBCL Scale Change Pearson’s r P
Aggressive Behaviour -0.05 0.822
Anxious Depressed 0.30 0.136
Somatic Complaints 0.01 0.955
Withdrawal -0.33 0.094
Emotionally Reactive 0.05 0.792
Attention Problems 0.02 0.931
Other Problems -0.16 0.445
Sleep Problems 0.32 -0.107
Total Scores 0.18 0.383
Follow up questionnaires
A number of correlations were completed to look at attachment security at Time 1 in 
relation to questionnaire measures administered at follow-up. The relationship was 
investigated between Attachment Security scores and the Infant Characteristics, 
Modified Maternal Interview, Maternal Appraisal and Child Behaviour Checklist 
questionnaires to see if there was any relationship (Table 8). There were no 
significant associations between mother-child attachment security ratings and
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measures of infant temperament, the firstborn child’s behaviour and sibling 
relationships at follow up.
Table 8
Correlations between attachment security ratings and Time 3 questionnaire scores
Questionnaire Measure Pearson’s r P
Infant Characteristics 
Questionnaire
-0.04 0.835
Modified Maternal Interview o f  
Sibling Relationships Positive
-0.11 0,580
Modified Maternal Interview o f  
Sibling Relationships Negative -0.10 0.612
Maternal Appraisal 
Questionnaire
-0.18 0.366
Child Behaviour Checklist 
Time Point 3 Total
-0.21 0.296
Further analysis however did show a relationship between the firstborn sibling’s age 
at follow up and the maternal appraisal of the sibling relationship (r=.419, p=0.030). 
When the firstborn child was older the mother was more likely to report a positive 
impression of the child’s reaction to their new sibling.
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Discussion
The present study identified an association between security of attachment in the 
firstborn child and aspects of their relationship with their new sibling. When the 
firstborn child was not securely attached to their mother they were more likely to be 
hostile towards the infant when observed playing. Erikson, Sroufe & Egeland (1985) 
described how hostility fitted with the predicted pattern for anxious/avoidant 
insecurely attached children. Although not formally significant, the results also 
indicated a trend linking attachment security to caregiving in the sibling interaction. 
The association between attachment security and a warm and positive sibling 
relationship is consistent with Erikson, Sroufe and Egeland (1985); Sroufe and 
Fleeson, (1986) and Teti and Ablard (1989) who showed that attachment was 
associated with prosocial orientations, and firstborn child-mother attachment could 
lead to the initiation of caregiving in later relationships.
In addition more securely attached children were more likely to play alone when 
observing their mother direct her attention solely to their sibling. This is consistent 
with the results of Teti and Ablard (1989) and illustrated how attachment security 
decreased the sense of threat and need for attention when the child was not directly 
involved with the mother. These results appear consistent with the view that more 
securely attached firstborn children possess a better working model of relationships 
which led to them being less hostile and competitive towards their younger sibling 
(Brody, 1998).
Secure firstborn children were also less likely to distract their mother when her 
attention was focused on the younger child. However, this finding may be
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undermined by the validity of the ‘distract’ item in the second observational task. 
Distract looked at “any behaviour, such as calling or physically placing oneself 
between mother and child, that served to distract the mother’s attention.” The 
description detailed a negative attention seeking behaviour. In reality the nature of 
the distraction took many different guises. On occasion it could be attention seeking 
and indicative of jealousy and a negative sibling relationship. However, at other 
times the older child getting involved with mother and sibling was in an affectionate 
manner and their shared play was indicative of positive relationships. In that sense 
‘distract’ could reflect secure children’s positive expectations about maternal 
availability.
In retrospect this ambiguity could have been addressed by differentiating between 
the different kinds of involvement between older sibling and mothers. Dunn and 
Kendrick (1980) found that when mothers were occupied with the second child there 
was often an increase in positive involvement between the mother and the firstborn 
child so a high level on the ‘distract’ item may link to attachment security because 
the interaction was more affectionate and positive than attention seeking.
Although security of attachment was not linked to behavioural changes in the 
firstborn child in the transition to siblinghood, attention problems decreased for 
firstborn children following the arrival of a new family member. This indicates that 
the firstborn child was better able to carry out directions, concentrate and sit still 
following birth of their sibling. The result was unrelated to the developmental age of 
the firstborn child but was consistent with other findings such as the sibling being 
content to play alone when not given maternal attention.
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Shaw and Vondra (1995) described studies showing how infant attachment security 
could predict a better attention span although this was not found to be the case in this 
study. The fact that attention problems decreased is surprising considering previous 
research indicating a likelihood of increased behavioural problems in this period 
(Dunn & Kendrick, 1980; Jacobs & Moss, 1976). Perhaps the arrival of a sibling 
created more opportunities for communication and interaction leading to less 
urgency in demanding maternal attention. As mentioned previously an increase in 
positive involvement between the mother and firstborn child may again have played 
a role in this outcome (Dunn & Kendrick, 1980). Furthermore, the modest sample 
size in this study, coupled with likely heterogeneity in the extent of increases in 
behavioural problems in this group, may have weakened power to detect change.
Consistent with previous research (Teti et. al., 1996), certain results in the study were 
affected by the firstborn child’s age. Older children were more likely to interact and 
compete for their mother’s attention in episode 1 and 2. The study observed 
attachment and the sibling relationship at an earlier stage to other studies, which 
meant that the siblings spent quite a considerable time not interacting. The firstborn 
child often had little interest in playing with the younger child and both could be 
quite passive and unable to initiate play. It is possible that interaction was not 
indicative of a sibling relationship but instead representative of the siblings’ 
developmental stages with older children more responsive to instructions to play 
with their sibling.
Age was also a factor in mothers’ impression of the firstborn child’s adaptation to 
being a sibling. Older siblings adapted better in the transition to siblinghood. This
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contradicts die findings of Teti et al., (1996) who described how older children had a 
more negative reaction to the birth of a sibling. Possibly as the child gets older they 
possess more emotional and cognitive resources to adapt to transitions and changes 
in their environment. Another possibility is that the questionnaire was biased towards 
older children, as their reactions were more overt and easier to observe. Passivity in 
the interaction between younger firstborn children and their sibling meant it was 
difficult to define adaptation to the transition. One of the challenges in designing the 
study was developing and adapting measures that could be sensitive to the reactions 
and adjustment of very young children.
Other factors such as child temperament, mother’s psychiatric history, social support, 
gender and family composition had no impact on the sibling relationship. This is 
consistent with Teti and Ablard (1989) who found such variables did not have as 
much of an influence on attachment and sibling relationships as the parent child 
relationship.
While causality can not be determined by the results of this study, the longitudinal 
nature of the design is useful in identifying developmental pathways in the formation 
of the sibling relationship. The study took place in a naturalistic setting in the 
children’s home. This provided ecological validity and looked at sibling interaction 
in the environment where it normally takes place. Being able to identify correlates of 
sibling relationship formation at such an early stage in the home environment, 
provides possibilities for the further study of interventions to improve adaptation in 
the transition to siblinghood.
The current findings, combined with those from other studies, indicate that 
attachment affects the development of a child’s relationships from an early age 
beyond the parent-child relationship. Interventions aimed at promoting prosocial 
sibling relations may benefit from a focus on enhancing mother-child attachment 
security (Cohen et al., 1999; Kramer & Baron, 1995). If insecure attachment status 
meant that hostility and competitiveness was more likely, improving the attachment 
relationship could be a crucial preventative measure. Watch, Wait and Wonder 
psychotherapy (Cohen et al., 1999) is an infant led therapy involving infant mother 
interaction and reflections on the interaction. It is a treatment that may facilitate 
better sibling relationships by increasing attachment security and emotional 
regulation in the firstborn child. Relationship based approaches are seen as a 
significant aspect of any successful mental health prevention programme (Fonagy, 
1998) with a strong sibling relationship providing social and emotional support 
across the lifespan (Brody, 1998; Dunn, 2000; Volling & Blandon, 2003).
The main limitation to the current study is the fact that the sample consisted mostly 
of low risk white, middle class participants. It can be seen in the results that the level 
of attachment security was even higher than those found in other middle class 
samples (Waters, 1995). This lack of range may limit the generalizability of the 
findings and may have contributed to the failure to find certain predicted 
associations,
Baydar, Hyle and Brooks (1997) have shown that samples including additional 
socio-economic risk factors experienced more changes in the transition to 
siblinghood. Belsky and Fearon (2002) also found that attachment security was
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predictive of later difficulties in populations with more socio-emotional contextual 
risk factors, with results from middle-class samples often inconsistent (Shaw & 
Vondra, 1995). This, together with a sample of size of 29 continuing through to 
follow-up, was significantly smaller than previous studies researching similar 
concepts that used samples of 194 and 53 sibling dyads. (Teti & Ablard, 1989; Teti 
etal., 1996)
The nature of the observational tool also had its limitations. Two 10-minute episodes 
of sibling behaviour on one occasion was a small amount of time to observe an often 
changeable and subtle interaction. According to researchers such as J. Dunn 
(personal communication, November 28th, 2006) more reliability would be present if 
the observation occurred on more than one occasion and took a longer time period. 
Hostility, although significant, occurred in only 4% of behavioural intervals. Teti and 
Ablard (1989) did not do analyses on any behaviours occurring in less than 5% of 
intervals.
There was also a lack of consistency between self-report measures of the sibling 
relationship and the observation. This may be due to reporting biases (Baydar, Hyle 
& Brooks-Gunn 1997) in the self-report measure or the nature of the measures 
themselves, which had to be modified to be suitable for the ages of the children. 
Observational and standardised measures designed particularly for very young 
children may be beneficial in gaining further insight into early sibling relations.
Also, the role of fathers in the transition may be important. The current study focused 
only on the mother-child relationship. Stewart et al., (1987) described how fathers
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often got more involved with child-care after the birth of the second child so they 
may play a role in adjustment and the development of the sibling relationship.
The present study increases our understanding on how attachment theory contributes 
to sibling adjustment and the formation of the early sibling relationship. It has shown 
the importance of the mother-child relationship in a transitional period and how 
insecure attachment is associated with hostility and competitiveness in the later 
sibling interaction. It is important that the current research is replicated in a more 
high-risk population where the differences between secure and insecure attachment 
and link to positive and negative outcomes may be more pronounced.
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Part 3: Critical Appraisal
The critical appraisal details the process of conducting this piece of research with 
reference to the challenge of doing a follow-up study, and methodological issues such 
as sampling and designing measures specific to the participants. It concludes with a 
personal reflection on the experience of carrying out the research project.
Recruitment Issues
The project consisted of a follow-up to a study looking at parenting style and 
attachment in the transition to siblinghood. It was felt that with the participant group 
available it would be useful to extend the study to look at sibling relationships. 
Previous studies had looked at attachment and sibling relationships in older children 
but not the link between mother-firstbom child attachment status in the last trimester 
of pregnancy and the sibling relationship 5 months after the arrival of a new sibling. 
The longitudinal data could provide a wealth of information on the changing family 
dynamics in a transitional period.
The researchers in the initial study (Hamilton, 2007 & Ramadhan, 2007) had already 
recruited a significant number of participants. However, for participants to continue 
through to follow-up, there needed to be a large amount of liaison with the original 
researchers. They informed participants about the follow-up study, and through 
letters and telephone calls mothers were encouraged to take part. Rather than 
presenting the research project as another study, it was closely aligned with the Time 
1 and Time 2 assessment to ensure continuity and facilitate recruitment.
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The benefit of doing a follow-up was that many of the participants had already been 
recruited at Time 1. However, if a number dropped out before Time 3 and sample 
size was low, it was difficult to recruit more. The time period for the three data 
collection points spanned up to nine months. I initially contacted 6 more participants 
for Time 1 assessment but a number were giving birth too late to be considered as 
follow-up would be after the end of the study. Others expressed a wish not to take 
part. Only two more agreed to take part from Time 1 and completed the study to 
follow-up.
The dilemma when recruiting individuals prior to pregnancy was due to the changing 
circumstances of people’s lives at that time. As a time of family transition it is often 
a source of stress to participants and pregnancy complications mean sensitivity is 
required when approaching recruitment As a clinical professional this at times felt 
uncomfortable as I sensed that certain mothers were at quite a vulnerable time.
Due to this stress and vulnerability it was inevitable that mothers who were less 
stressed and had more support were more likely to take part.
It was noticeable that the sample consisted primarily of white middle class mothers. 
The original researchers consisted of a middle class Asian woman and white working 
class British woman, while I was a white Irish man. While every effort was made to 
achieve an ethnically and socio-economically diverse sample this proved to be 
difficult.
The site of recruitment is one that impacted on the study. Ethical approval was 
gained to allow researchers to recruit from an antenatal clinic in a wealthy part of
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London. A focus on more deprived areas and creative recruitment involving 
incentives for mother’s participation as well as recruiting from outside health settings 
may have led to the involvement of mothers who do not usually participate in 
research. The challenge was to present the study in a non-threatening and non- 
judgmental manner with a large degree of trust involved in allowing someone to 
observe a child’s behaviour in the home.
Previous research such as Belsky and Fearon (2002) and Baydar, Hyle and Brooks 
(1997) outlined the challenges in achieving significant results with middle class 
samples with higher levels of attachment security and less socio-emotional risk 
factors. It was important to be aware of the impact of the sample characteristics on 
the subsequent results of the study. If  siblings from middle class backgrounds were 
more secure and less affected by family transition it would be harder to achieve 
significant and generalizable results. The fact that the study found significant 
correlations between attachment security and the sibling relationship provides a 
template for replication with a more diverse sample representative of the wider 
population.
Methodological Dilemmas
The main dilemma in carrying out the study was how to measure the sibling 
relationship when the siblings were at such a young age. The study was different to 
previous research in this regard and by focusing on younger children there was a 
paucity of instruments to measure the interaction. Questionnaire based and 
observational tools had to be modified to develop instruments suitable to yield
information from an interaction between a five-month-old infant and their 2-3 year 
old sibling.
Naturalistic Observation
An observational tool from Teti and Ablard (1989) provided a template for the 
naturalistic observation of the sibling interaction. However it recorded a two-way 
sibling interaction. Its benefit was that it had been used to look at the relationship 
between attachment and sibling relationships, however the research involved older 
children observed in a laboratory setting. The nature of the sibling relationship in the 
present study would inevitably be one-way with the infant unable to initiate any 
contact. This is consistent with their developmental level but presents obstacles to 
the notion of interaction. It is only the older child that could be considered, as their 
behaviour was more observable i.e. they reacted more in an interaction.
The decision to reduce the episodes of observation from seven to two was firstly 
because three of the episodes concerned the younger sibling’s initiation of 
interaction, which was not relevant here. Also some of the episodes could not be 
reproduced in a home setting. Instead two main episodes seemed relevant to 
behaviour initiated by the older child and a judgement was made that this would be a 
good representation of the sibling relationship. The time period of the intervals was 
extended from 3 to 10 minutes to allow a significant period for behaviour to occur.
The reality of carrying out the naturalistic observation presented many difficulties. 
These became more apparent as the data collection progressed. On the first task the 
siblings were asked to play together. This was an episode from Teti and Ablard’s
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(1989) study. However both the ages of the children and the home setting affected 
the interaction. Firstly, in almost all cases the mother had to be with the siblings and 
guide the interaction. This could involve getting a toy for the older child to bring to 
the younger child or words of encouragement. The task therefore felt quite contrived 
and it was difficult to assess if the children’s behaviour was a typical interaction. To 
help clarify this problem, mothers were asked if the 10-minute period was 
representative of the siblings’ relationship.
The siblings spent quite a considerable time not interacting hence another coding 
category (‘no interaction’) had to be added to account for this occurrence. The older 
child often had less interest in playing with the younger child as they were quite 
passive and could not initiate play yet. Another coding category of the first task was 
the ‘infant attachment behaviour’ item i.e. "greet, approach, and embrace, directed 
by a distressed infant to provide comfort.” The category was dropped as it was not 
coded on any occasion due to the young age of the infant sibling and the passivity of 
a child at that age limiting initiation of such behaviour.
The nature of the home environment had an influence on the observation. The older 
sibling could be distracted by a television or other stimuli, as the environment could 
not be controlled. The first observational task was also affected by the siblings’ 
reaction to the arrival of the researcher. It was noticeable on a certain number of 
occasions that only nearing the end of the initial observational period did the older 
sibling relax and show more observable behaviour after an initial period of anxiety 
and .shyness. In retrospect a longer period should have taken place between arrival in 
the home and the commencement of videotaping.
The second observational task involved the mother focusing all the attention on the 
younger sibling while the older sibling was told to play alone. Again this was taken 
from one of the episodes from the Teti and Ablard (1989) study. This task was easier 
to record and the older child usually exhibited a variety of reactions however the 
coding system devised by Teti and Ablard (1989) proved problematic. It was clear 
that ‘aggress’ and ‘cry/protest’ were behaviours that could be recorded. Also the 
category o f ‘sibling not involved’ was added to account for significant periods when 
the older child would play by itself, which was again important to capture. However, 
th e ‘distract’ item proved more difficult.
‘Distract’ looked at “any behaviour, such as calling or physically placing oneself 
between mother and child, that served to distract the mother’s attention.” It occurred 
in a large number of intervals but could involve both positive and negative 
behaviour, making the observation difficult. Although an association with this item 
and attachment security was found there were problems with the definition of 
‘distract’ with this age group of children. Was it realistic to expect the child not to 
seek contact with the mother and if so, was this positive or negative and a reflection 
of the sibling relationship?
Sometimes mothers strayed from the instructions and called to the older child, 
getting them involved. This was a dilemma as the instructions had already been 
outlined to the mother that she was to play only with the younger sibling. The fact 
that many spontaneously called to the older child was part of the naturalistic 
observation but biased the coding when it was the mother’s not the child’s behaviour 
dictating interaction. These factors served to undermine the validity of the ‘distract’
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coding item. In retrospect more items should have been added to account for the 
different kinds of involvement between older sibling and mother’s play with their 
brother/sister.
The second observational task probably provided a better representation of the 
sibling relationship. The task felt less contrived and more realistic than the first. The 
mother would be more preoccupied with the younger infant at 5 months of age and 
this was possibly a more representative context for the development of the sibling 
relationship. It was perhaps too early to expect it to be represented in the direct 
interaction between siblings away from the mother.
In spite of the limitations of ages and settings the observational task yielded some 
significant results particularly with regard to the link between insecure attachment 
and hostility and competitiveness between siblings. However, researchers like Judy
t f iDunn (personal communication, 28 November 2006) recommended that such 
observational tasks should be longer and carried out in the family home on more than 
one occasion to provide a more realistic, reliable measure of sibling relationships 
while Laurie Kramer recommended more coding categories (personal
tKcommunication, 19 November 2006)
Questionnaire Measures
The selection of a suitable self-report questionnaire presented the same difficulties as 
the observational task i.e. (1) a paucity of measures and (2) measures not suited to 
the young age of siblings in the study. The Maternal Interview of sibling 
relationships (Stocker, Dunn & Plomin, 1989) assessed very young children’s sibling
104
relationships in the toddler and preschool years and was selected for use in this 
study. However, it again was unsuitable for a 5 months old and 2-3 year old child.
All the questions considered a two-way interaction between children and had to be 
changed to consider only the older child’s role in the interaction. Many of the 
questionnaire items were not suitable and had to be dropped so it emerged quite 
different to the one devised by Stocker, Dunn and Plomin (1989).
This was not ideal as it would have been preferable to use a questionnaire already 
widely administered if possible. Like any self-report instrument the concern was bias 
in the self-reporting of sibling’s behaviour. There often seemed to be quite a 
difference between scores from the observational tasks and questionnaire, which 
meant that the different tools did not have great validity. Some further work on both 
observational and self-report measures with this age group may provide more 
valuable and generalisable data for such young children.
Other family members
The study initially set out to recruit only families with one older sibling and mothers 
in the last trimester of pregnancy with another child. However, this was not always 
possible. Four of the families had three children. In reality, on visiting the homes this 
did not affect the sibling relationship, as the other child usually wasn’t present and 
the results showed that no difference existed between 2 and 3 child families.
The role of fathers is one that again has been neglected in this study due to logistical 
restrictions. On a couple of observations, the father was actually present with the 
mother when the siblings interacted. Their impact has been shown in previous
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research and fathers in the study were sometimes working from home so could have 
had a significant influence on the sibling relationship. I was often asked why fathers 
weren’t considered. From reading the literature, many studies looking at parenting 
and child development consider only the maternal role in parenting and not the entire 
family system. This problem has again been perpetuated in the present study.
Design
It is clear that studying sibling relationships with this age group is possible but a 
number of modifications may need to be made to achieve more reliable data 
collection. The developmental psychopathology model details the fact that numerous 
variables are involved in child behaviour and that these can change with time. In 
order to get a more specific impression of the impact of attachment on sibling 
relationships the design needs to be more controlled. This may involve a specific task 
e.g. a developmentally appropriate game, to ensure all sibling dyads had the 
opportunity to interact in a similar manner. Initially I brought toys to the 
observations but the novelty of these items actually distracted the older child, so they 
were encouraged to play with the sibling using their own toys. However, the wide 
range of activities and toys used to facilitate sibling interaction meant that different 
activities would lead to different coding categories e.g. changing a nappy inevitably 
involved more caregiving than playing with a toy. Also the age of the firstborn child 
may need to be more closely matched as it was shown to have an effect on the level 
of sibling interaction. This together with standardized measures applicable to the age 
group concerned may ensure more reliability.
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Alternatively, a qualitative procedure may yield useful data with this population. 
Anecdotal evidence from visiting the many participants provided some interesting 
insights into the mother, child and sibling relationship. Parents would often be 
helpful with their insights into the behaviour of their children. Mothers talked of the 
changing reactions of their child over time to their sibling, and of behaviours which 
were not measured by the standardized measures, such as their child behaving in a 
more babyish manner through speech and play on the arrival of their sibling. One 
could also draw on psychoanalytic theory and the nature of counter transference to 
provide information on the family dynamic e.g. the process involved in the home 
visit and reaction of mother and child to the researcher.
At Time 1 the Attachment Q sort had more flexibility in taking into account a wide 
variety of circumstances. However, the follow-up measures often missed out on 
some important environmental information such as how the child reacted to the 
arrival of the researcher. For example, on one occasion the firstborn child hid from 
the researcher for a sustained period and refused to be observed. Such a behaviour 
would not be accounted for in the observational measures but may have something to 
say about the child’s behaviour and adaptation to becoming a sibling.
Personal reflection
As a trainee clinical psychologist, conducting a piece of research presents many 
challenges and contrasts to those when doing clinical work. This study offered a 
fascinating insight into the sibling relationships of 29 different families and was an 
enjoyable and rewarding experience. However the aim was very different to clinical 
intervention. As a clinician, one would offer behavioural techniques to help the
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parent if observing difficult behaviour between siblings and would always aim to 
decrease distress. As a researcher the primary concern was to be an objective 
observer and collect data on the sibling relationship. This could be frustrating at 
times, especially when observing hostility in the sibling relationship.
I observed a spectrum of interactions from the siblings studied. At the beginning I 
viewed possessiveness and jealousy with regard to toys, as a negative reflection of 
the older child. However, as data collection progressed it was evident that this 
behaviour was more normative. This was an important lesson and again links to the 
developmental psychopathology approach with regard to the child’s development. 
Behaviours that at first seemed inappropriate seemed more appropriate when one 
considered the relevance to the child’s developmental stage. This may be a valid 
point with regard to sibling relationships and whether even hostility and 
competitiveness is indicative of an abnormal interaction.
Another aspect of the research was its inherent unpredictability. In spite of designing 
observational and standardized measures there is always a risk to conducting a piece 
of work in the home environment. Often the results could be affected by events that 
happened that day. On some occasions families had just arrived in from a day trip 
and the siblings were clearly tired, on others one of the siblings was ill. Collecting 
observational data on more than one occasion would have greatly increased 
reliability. In spite of the unpredictability, it was satisfying to conduct the study in a 
naturalized setting as it gave more of an insight into day-to-day family functioning.
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Conclusion
The research project as a whole involved challenges in recruitment and in the design 
of observational and standardized measures suitable for studying relationships in 
young children. The study contributed to the field by finding an association between 
attachment security in the older child and aspects of the sibling relationship 
following the transition to siblinghood. This has implications for the design of 
preventative interventions, which could minimize the distress involved in family 
transition and facilitate positive sibling relationships.
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Appendix 1: Information sheet for participants
1 1 1
S U B -D E P A R T M E N T  O F  C LIN IC A L 
H EA LTH  P S Y C H O L O G Y
UCL PSY C H O L O G Y
INV ESTIG A TIO N  INTO  T H E  E F F E C T S  O F  
T H E A R R IV A L O F  A  N E W  B A B Y  O N  
F IR S T  B O R N  C H IL D R E N
FO R M  V E R S IO N : 2 .0  1st M A RCH  2 0 0 7  
INFO R M A TIO N  S H E E T
This information sheet outlines a study that researchers at University College 
London are carrying out, which you might be able to take part in.
What is the study about?
The birth of a baby is an important event in family life. We are interested in how 
older siblings respond to the arrival of a new child in the family and how they 
behave with their new sibling. We are carrying out this study to help us understand 
how parents help children adapt to having a new sibling. We are interested in how 
different styles of parenting might contribute to children’s responses to the birth of a 
child. We are also interested in how different styles of relationship between parent 
and child might contribute to this as well. Finally, we are interested in hearing about 
what parents think about how their child will adapt to the new baby and what things 
parents might be doing to get a child ready for the birth.
Why is this study being conducted?
We hope that this study will provide important information for both parents and 
professionals working with children and families. In particular, we hope the study 
will improve our understanding of the kinds of things that might help children adapt 
to the changes that take place when a new baby is bom.
Why am I being asked to take part?
We are approaching all mothers in this service who have a child between 18 months 
and 2 and a half years old who are pregnant with another child.
What does the study involve?
The study will involve two visits to your home and one telephone call. During the 
first visit to your home (in the last three months of vour pregnancy) researchers 
will video-tape interactions between you and your child as you go about your 
everyday routines. When your new baby is around a month old, we would contact 
you by telephone to complete a questionnaire to see how your child’s behaviour has 
changed since we last saw you. This telephone call would take about 15 to 20 
minutes. The second visit to vour home takes place 5 months after the birth of 
the new child and researchers will video-tape a series of brief parent-child and 
sibling interactions. All videotape information will remain strictly confidential.
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During both visits you will also be asked to fill out a brief questionnaire and answer 
some questions about your child’s adaptation to the new sibling. Each visit will 
take about an hour and will be organised at a time to suit you.
If I want to take part, what do needs to happen?
If you agree to take part, one of the researchers whose details appear below will 
contact you and arrange to see you at a time that is convenient to you. Alternatively, 
you may contact the researcher yourself directly (our details are given below).
What if I want to drop out of the study?
If at any time you decide you do not want to take part in the study you are free to do 
so, and you do not have to give a reason. Leaving the study will not affect your 
treatment by any service in any way whatsoever.
What happens to the information I provide?
All the information you give us, including videotapes and questionnaires, will be 
stored anonymously and securely. The information will be treated in the strictest 
confidence and will not be passed on to anyone outside our research team.
Your midwife will ask you if you would like to volunteer to take part in the study 
and if you agree they will then pass your details to one of the researchers. 
Alternatively, you can contact one of them directly (for either more details or to 
volunteer).
If you are interested in taking part in this study or you have any questions about it 
please contact:
Zeyana Ramadhan  
Victoria Hamilton  
Ronan Burke 
You do not have to take part in this study if you do not want to. If you decide to 
take part you may withdraw at any time without having to give a reason.
All proposals for research using human subjects are reviewed by an ethics 
committee before they can proceed. This proposal was reviewed by the Charing
Cross NHS Ethics Committee.
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Appendix 2: Letter to participants
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SUB-DEPARTMENT OF CLINICAL
HEALTH  P S Y C H O L O G Y
UCL P SY C H O L O G Y
H ill
Sub-Department of 
Clinical Health 
Psychology
******
20th August 2007
Dear ***>
My name is Ronan Burke and I am a Clinical Psychology Trainee with University College 
London. I am also a member of the research team for the project Investigation into the 
effects o f  the arrival o f a new baby on first-born children. You may remember being visited 
by either Victoria Hamilton or Zeyana Ramadhan some months back for the initial part of 
the study. We would like to thank you again for your participation.
Due to the initial response, the study has been extended to include another brief home visit. 
This would involve looking at the interaction between the siblings around 5 months after the 
birth of the new baby. We are interested in how older siblings respond to the arrival of a new 
child in the family and how they behave with their new sibling.
This would involve a visit to video-tape a period of brief parent-child and sibling 
interactions. All videotape information will remain strictly confidential. During the visit you 
will also be asked to fill out a brief questionnaire about your child’s adaptation to the new 
sibling. Each visit will take about 30-40 minutes and will be organised at a time to suit you. 
All the information you give us, including videotapes and questionnaires, will be stored 
anonymously and securely. The information will be treated in the strictest confidence and 
will not be passed on to anyone outside our research team.
I will be calling you over the next few weeks to see if you would be willing to participate 
and if so, to arrange a time suitable for you. Thanks again for your help and you can contact 
me on  if you have any questions.
Yours sincerely,
Ronan Burke
Trainee Clinical Psychologist
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Appendix 3: Consent Form
S U B -D E P A R T M E N T  O F  CLIN IC A L 
H EALTH  P S Y C H O L O G Y
UCL P SY C H O L O G Y
Centre Number: UCLH Project ID number:
Patient Identification Number for this study: Form version: 2.0 1st March 2007.
CONSENT FORM
Title of project: INVESTIGATION INTO EFFECTS OF THE ARRIVAL OF A NEW 
BABY ON FIRST BORN CHILDREN
Name of Principal investigators : Zeyana Ramadhan, Victoria Hamilton & Ronan 
Burke
Please initial box
1. I confirm  th a t  I h av e  re a d  a n d  u n d e rs to o d  th e  in fo rm atio n  
sh e e t (version 1.0 6 th J u ly  2006) for th e  above s tu d y  a n d  have  
h a d  th e  o p p o rtu n ity  to  a s k  q u es tio n s .
2. I confirm  th a t  I h av e  h a d  su ffic ien t tim e to  co n s id e r  w h e th e r  o r 
n o t w a n t to  be in c lu d ed  in  th e  s tu d y
3. I u n d e r s ta n d  th a t  m y  p a rtic ip a tio n  is  v o lu n ta ry  a n d  th a t  I a m  
free to  w ith d raw  a t  a n y  tim e, w ith o u t giving a n y  re a so n , 
w ith o u t m y m ed ica l c a re  o r legal r ig h ts  b e in g  affected .
4. I u n d e r s ta n d  th a t  s e c tio n s  of an y  o f m y m ed ica l n o te s  m ay  be  
looked a t  b y  re sp o n s ib le  in d iv id u a ls  from  (com pany  nam e) o r 
from  re g u la to ry  a u th o r it ie s  w h ere  i t  is  re lev an t to  m y  ta k in g  
p a r t  in  re se a rc h . I give p e rm iss io n  for th e se  in d iv id u a ls  to  
h av e  a c c e ss  to  m y  reco rd s .
5- I ag ree  for b o th  a  p a re n t-c h ild  a n d  s ib ling  in te ra c tio n  se ss io n  
to  be v id eo -tap ed . I u n d e r s ta n d  th a t  th e  video will be  s tr ic tly  
co n fid en tia l a n d  m y id en tity  will n o t be  revealed  to  o th e r  
p a rtie s .
6- I ag ree  to  ta k e  p a r t  in  th e  above s tu d y .
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Sub-department of clinical 
health psychology 
UCL PSY C H O L O G Y
Centre Number: UCLH Project number:
Patient Identification Number for this study: Form version: 2.0 1st March 2007.
CONSENT FORM
Title of project: INVESTIGATION INTO EFFECTS OF THE ARRIVAL OF A NEW 
BABY ON FIRST BORN CHILDREN
Name of Principal investigators : Zeyana Ramadhan, Victoria Hamilton & Ronan 
Burke
Nam e of patient Date Signature
Nam e of Person taking consent Date Signature
 
R esea rch er (to be contacted Email/phone num ber
f there are any problem s)
Comments or concerns during the stu d y
If y o u  hav e  a n y  co m m en ts  o r c o n c e rn s  y o u  m ay  d is c u s s  th e se  
w ith  th e  in v estig a to r. If y o u  w ish  to  go fu r th e r  a n d  com pla in  
a b o u t a n y  a s p e c t  of th e  w ay y o u  hav e  b een  a p p ro a c h e d  or 
tre a te d  d u r in g  th e  c o u rse  of th e  s tu d y , y o u  sh o u ld  w rite  o r g e t in  
to u c h  w ith  th e  C o m p la in ts  M anager, UCL h o sp ita ls .
1 form for Patient;
1 to be kept as part of the study documentation.
118
Appendix 4: Ethical Approval letter
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Charing Cross Research Ethics Committee
Miss Zeyana Ramadhan
Trainee Clinical Psychologist
Sub-Department of Clinical Psychology
21 March 2007
Dear Miss Ramadhan
Do parenting and attachm ent styles prior to the birth of 
a sibling predict behavioural changes of the first-born 
child following the birth of a sibling.
06/Q0411/119 
1
01 March 2007
The above amendment was reviewed at the meeting of the Committee held on 19 March 2007. 
Ethical opinion
The general consensus was that the design of the study will be improved by this amendment, 
and that the addition of the follow up observation does not pose any further ethical issues. The 
members of the Committee present gave a favourable ethical opinion of the amendment on the 
basis described in the notice of amendment form and supporting documentation.
Approved documents
The documents reviewed and approved at the meeting were:
Document Version Date
Protocol 2.0
Participant Information Sheet 2.0 01 March 2007
Participant Consent Form 2.0 01 March 2007
Notice of Substantial Amendment (non-CTIMPs) 01 March 2007
Covering Letter 01 March 2007
Membership of the Committee
The members of the Committee who were present at the meeting are listed on the attached 
sheet.
S tudy title:
REC reference: 
Am endm ent number: 
Am endment date:
An advisory-eommittee to London Strategic Health Authority
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r&D approval
All investigators and research collaborators in the NHS should notify the R&D office for the 
relevant NHS care organisation of this amendment and check whether it affects R&D approval of 
the research.
Statement of compliance
The Committee is constituted in accordance with the Governance Arrangements for Research 
Ethics Committees (July 2001) and complies fully with the Standard Operating Procedures for 
Research Ethics Committees in the UK.
06/Q0411/119:_______________  Please quote this number on all correspondence
Yours sincerely
Committee Co-ordinator
E-mail: 
Enclosures List of nam es and professions of members who were present at the meeting and 
those who submitted written comments
Copy to:  UCL Biomedicine Unit
t
An advisory committee to London Strategic Health Authority
Charing C ross Research Ethics Committee
Attendance a t Committee meeting on 19 Marct) 2007
Name Profession Capacity
Consultant Physician Expert
NHS trainee manager Lay
Lay Member Lay
Anthropologist Nurse Expert
General Practitioner Expert
Scientist Lay
Pharmacist Expert
Consultant Paediatrician Expert
Psychiatrist Expert
Lay Member Lay
Consultant Neuroradioloaist Expert
Also in attendance:
Name Position (or reason for attending)
Committee Coordinator
An advisory committee to London Strategic Heaith Authority
Appendix 5: Joint working
This project was conducted as a follow-up study to UCL theses conducted by 
Victoria Hamilton and Zeyana Ramadhan in 2007. They had initially recruited the 
majority of participants and carried out the Time 1 and Time 2 assessments in the 
study. I facilitated their Time 1 recruitment by spending 5 mornings in the antenatal 
clinic in Chelsea and Westminster hospital to ensure sufficient numbers. My main 
role was to contact and recruit participants for Time 3 assessment and to conduct 
another home visit, which involved observation of the sibling relationship and 
administration of standardised questionnaires.
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Appendix 6: Coding instructions for 
observation of sibling relationship
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CODING
The observation of the sibling relationship uses two 10 minute episodes of family 
interaction. The coding system is interval sampling i.e. every 30 seconds code the 
behaviour seen, on the coding sheet.
FIRST EPISODE
Involves sibling vlav in the mother’s absence and looking at the nature o f the sibline 
relationship.
(1) Caregiving -  older sibling to younger sibling including verbal assurances, 
holding kissing, caressing infant to provide comfort, attempts to calm infant by 
redirecting attention
(2) Infant attachment behaviours — Greet, approach, embrace, directed by a 
distressed infant to provide comfort
(3) Affiliative social interaction -  non distressed social bids to each other, any 
neutral behaviour involving the two siblings
(4) Hostility -  hostile behaviour directed from the older child to the infant e.g. 
hitting, mocking
(5) Distress -  fussing, crying by the older child
(6) No Interaction — there is no interaction, contact between siblings
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CODING 1st EPISODE
Sibling play with mothers guidance
Caregiving
Infant
attachment
Behaviour
Affillative
Social
Interaction
Hostility Distress No
Interaction
1.
30secs
2, , 
60secs
3 < - ' ' 
90secs
4, ... 
120secs
5.
tSOsdcs
6.
180secs
210secs
8. ..
240secs
9. ' - - 
270secs
W-
300sees
11;
330secs
12;
360secs
13,^ 1  
390secs
14.
-420secs
15.
450secs
16.
480secs
17.
510secs
is ;
540secs
19.
570secs
20.
600secs
TOTAL
111
SECOND EPISODE
The mother is asked to plav with the infant while directing the older child to plav
alone. The task elicits feelings o f rivalry between children.
Behaviours coded are:
(1) Cry/Protest -  fussing, crying
(2) Distract -  any behaviour, such as calling or physically placing oneself between 
mother and child, that served to distract the mother’s attention
(3) Aggress toward sibling and aggress toward mother -hostile behaviours directed 
toward the child with whom the mother is playing or toward the mother herself (e.g. 
striking, yanking).
(4) Sibling not involved -  the older child keep themselves occupied or plays alone 
and is not interested or involved with mother playing with infant.
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CODING 2nd EPISODE
Inactive older sibling watching mother play with sibling
Cry/Protest Distract Agrass towards 
sibling/mother
Sibling not 
Involved
30secs ;
2> C'*'**1' 1- 
60secs
3.
90secs*
4*
120secs
5;
150secs
6.
180secs
7. , /  ■ 
210secs
8.
240secs
9. v 
270secs
10. . 
300secs
11.
330secs
12 . .
380secs
13.
390secs
14,
420secs
15. » 
450secs
•16.
480secs
17.
510secs
18,
54Qsecs
19*
570secs
20.,
600secs
TOTAL
129
